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About the Book

The last thing Juli wants to do is leave the open spaces of the Australian outback and move to a suburban boarding school, but after her father moves to Melbourne and her mother’s health is left on shaky ground, she has no choice. Life at St Peter’s holds more than a few surprises; however, when Juli chances across Alexandra Calvin, she is suddenly forced to deal with new and unfamiliar feelings that she fears shouldn’t be there. While struggling to figure out how she feels, Juli is bombarded with an influx of sudden life events that leave her treading waters herself. Can she overcome the obstacles she is facing? Can she battle the fear that is holding her prisoner? If she can’t, she could lose everything that was ever important to her – and everything she has grown to love.
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The Dead Bed

The second I stepped out of our Ute, I knew St Peter’s Boarding School wasn’t for people like me. The perimeter of the school was fenced off with ten-foot-high iron railings. I half-expected to see coils of barbed wire lining the top. The buildings were grey stone and clustered closely together, interspersed by narrow concrete walkways, small courtyards of bristly short-cropped grass and empty garden beds. Evidently it was lunch time, because students in the same pressed grey uniform as mine were surging through the grounds.

‘I reckon you’ll like it here, Juli,’ Mum said, slamming the front driver’s door. A few girls just a couple of metres away behind the prison-fence looked up. ‘It has fantastic amenities. And it’s got one of the highest academic reputations in the state. They’ll likely be able to find some extra tuition for you.’

I tried not to glare at my mother as I unhooked the dusty trailer cover and dragged out my duffel bag. I narrowed my eyes in the girls’ direction, daring them to point me out to the crowds, and they hastily looked away. I wanted so badly to load the Ute back up, climb in the front and start the four hour drive back home. More than that I wanted to shout at my mother and tell her just how much I hated her for sending me away. City boarding schools were for rich kids and snobs and high academic achievers and germophobes. They weren’t for undisciplined farm girls who rode horses bareback and swam naked in the dam and blew their nose in a leaf because they were too lazy to return to the house for a tissue. But after Dad left us, my mother had no choice. She said I was too difficult to handle at home on top of the stress of the divorce. She’d end up with a nervous breakdown.

I slung my duffel strap over one shoulder and grabbed my shoulder pack. Mum locked the Ute and I glanced at it as we headed for the front gates, my frown deepening as I noticed just how dirty it looked amidst the polished hatchbacks scattered along the curb outside St Peter’s. Countless times had I stood in that trailer, hanging onto the rear of the cabin, as Dad careered through potholes down our drive after the January rains, splattering the vehicle and me with fresh mud.

Mum smoothed back her hair and brushed the front of her shirt down as we pushed the gates open and headed towards the first building, which was signposted ADMINISTRATION. She didn’t look at me and didn’t speak again until we’d come to a halt before the steps. I was partly feeling uncomfortable at the silence between us, but mostly I was grateful. It was easier to be polite if I didn’t have to say anything.

I stared mostly at the ground as we walked and tried not to think of all the eyes following our every move. Somehow I felt particularly unkempt, though I was wearing the same grey button-down shirt, woven pleated skirt, and woollen knee socks as all the other girls I could see. The boys wore trousers of course, a fact I acknowledged with great resentment.

Mum raised her eyes to the russet portico above the staircase as we dwindled to a stop. My eyes fell instead on the two girls sitting on the steps and watching us guardedly. Either Mum didn’t notice them or chose not to greet them. Instead she rested her hands on her hips and nodded firmly, rotating her chin ever so slightly towards me as she voiced aloud her thoughts. ‘There’s a heap of different recreational clubs you can join outside your classes, you know.’

‘What, like chess?’

I could tell she didn’t catch my sarcasm. ‘I didn’t see chess listed there. There’s an outdoor recreation club though which I thought you might like. Apparently they go away on trips during vacations and stuff. There’s also a literary group, some sort of board game club in the library—’

‘Okay, Mum.’ I frowned as the two girls raised their eyebrows and smiled a little, watching us with interest. I adjusted the strap of my duffel bag over my shoulder uncomfortably. I was hoping we could just hurry up and pass them before either they or my mother decided introductions were necessary, but fate just wasn’t working in my favour that day.

The girl on the left stood up and wandered down the steps casually to meet us. I cast my eyes up and down her furtively. She was an inch shorter than me, thin and wiry, with shoulder-length black hair that looked dyed, a few freckles and piercing blue eyes framed with black eyeliner. Her expression was arrogant, even a little condescending, as she smiled towards first my mother then me.

‘New student?’ she asked.

I nodded stiffly.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Julianne.’

‘That’s old-fashioned.’ She looked me over with one hand on her hip and smiled a little. ‘I’m Courtney, and this is Miranda,’ motioning with a thumb to the girl who’d followed her down quietly, a sturdy blonde with soft brown eyes and crooked front teeth. Miranda smiled at me and held out a hand, which I shook briefly as my mother watched our exchange in silence.

‘So,’ Courtney said suddenly, her forehead furrowing a little. ‘What grade are you in?’

‘Ten.’

‘Cool, same as us.’ She gestured between her and her friend nonchalantly. ‘It’s a real small grade, probably the smallest in the school. There’s only twenty-three of us.’ She shrugged a little, then turned her attention to my mum. ‘I can show her to the office and our dorm if you’d like. That way you don’t have to stick around.’

Mum glanced at me and nodded slowly. ‘That sounds good,’ she said, seemingly ignorant of the dark glares I was shooting at her from the side. ‘Alright… Well, in that case I’ll push off then. Get home before feeding time for the animals.’ She pulled me into an awkward, one-armed hug and patted my back a few times, her eyes searching and not meeting mine properly. I couldn’t tell for sure whether she was distracted or repressing grief at leaving me, but the latter didn’t seem very likely. Boarding school had been her idea and hers alone. ‘I’ll leave you with your new friends then,’ she said, the corners of her mouth lifting slightly as she started retreating slowly back down the path. She glanced at me and held one hand to her ear. ‘Call me when you get settled. Or shoot me an email or something.’

I nodded once before turning back towards Courtney and hitching my duffel bag a little higher towards my neck. Courtney smiled casually and looked me up and down again, her hands back on her narrow hips.

‘You don’t look like you’re from around here,’ she said. ‘Where are you from?’

My voice was tight with discomfort as I replied. ‘Warrabeela.’

‘Never heard of it.’ Then suddenly she smiled, dropped onto the pavement beside me, and looped her arm through mine. ‘Come on then. We’ll take you to the office first so you can tell them you’ve arrived and get your timetable and everything, then we’ll go to the dorm so you can drop off your bags. We’ve got about half an hour left of break before third period – should give us plenty of time.’

She led me up the steps and into the front office, which was air-conditioned and a pleasant relief from the humid warmth outside. There was a robust woman in a beige shirt with cropped brown hair and glasses behind the desk. Her name tag identified her as Irene Blake, and she looked up and smiled sagely as the three of us approached. ‘Courtney, Miranda,’ she said, nodding to each in turn with slightly narrowed eyes. Then her eyes fell on me. ‘Who have we got here?’

‘This is Julianne,’ Courtney said.

Mrs Blake raised one eyebrow as she focused her attention on me and beckoned me forward with one hand. ‘Julianne,’ she said, her gaze falling to her computer screen as Courtney pushed me forward roughly. I frowned and regained my balance before resting my forearms lightly on the benchtop and waiting for Mrs Blake to speak again.

‘Julianne Page?’ she asked after a moment of silence.

I nodded.

‘I have your timetable here.’ She scrolled through her computer screen, and then busied herself with filling the paper tray of the grey printer beside her computer, leaving me to exhale slowly and glance around the white office. There were a few potted plants besides the padded chairs where Courtney and Miranda had retreated to, but other than that very little by way of interior decoration. I looked back around again at the sound of the printer jolting into life. Mrs Blake handed me several documents and I scanned over the timetable in silence, my eyes searching but absorbing little.

‘Miss Wheaton’s your form teacher this year. She’ll be preparing for her next class at the moment, but you’ll be able to meet her later on when school finishes. If you have any questions or concerns she’ll be your first port of call. Can you two show Julianne to the dormitories?’ Mrs Blake looked over at Courtney and Miranda, who both stood up and nodded. ‘Alright. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you, Julianne. You’ve got English next period with Mr Warner – just stick with the girls until then and they’ll show you where to go. You can go and get your textbooks at afternoon tea. Courtney, make sure to show her where the library is.’

I smiled a little in thanks, turning towards the door as Courtney took my arm again and started leading me out, Miranda following closely behind.

Courtney guided me through the school grounds too rapidly for me to absorb much more than the fact that everything seemed to be built from concrete. The pathways and buildings merged together in such a blur of grey stone I started to worry how I was ever going to find my way around. To distract myself I focused my thoughts on keeping my balance as Courtney jostled me with her brisk pace.

‘There’s only one girls’ dormitory for the tenth grade,’ she said. ‘It’s a little cramped with twelve girls in it but it has a nice view of the grounds. Sucks to be you though because you get the Dead Bed.’

‘The what?’

‘The Dead Bed.’ She smiled a little, her eyes lighting up with wicked amusement. ‘One of the bunks in the dorm is a shit-hole to sleep in. It wobbles and the mattress is hard and there’s mildew inside the drawers, so everybody avoids it. All the others are taken now though, so unless you want to sleep on the floor you’re stuck with it.’

I frowned. ‘Why do you call it the Dead Bed?’

She smirked and glanced at Miranda, who cleared her throat and replied. ‘There’s an old rumour that one year back in the seventies a girl died in her sleep in that bed.’ She looked at me and shook her head, her brown eyes warm but slightly nervous. ‘It’s just a story, of course. You don’t need to be worried about it.’

Courtney grinned at me. ‘One girl even pissed in that bed she was so frightened the dead girl’s ghost would appear.’

‘Oh, stop trying to scare her.’

‘Loosen up, Miranda. Just because you’re afraid of everything, doesn’t mean everyone else is.’

I frowned. Courtney’s manner had not exactly appealed to me so far, but this was the first time I’d heard actual callousness in her voice; it was subtle, but it was definitely there. I allowed my thoughts to trail to home after that, trying to distract myself from the uncomfortable tension blossoming within our little group. Courtney interrupted my daydreaming moments later as she led us down a sheltered walkway towards a large sign that said GIRLS DORMITORIES, pointing it out as we passed. I was getting a little uncomfortable with the heat radiating from her body at this point, so I pulled my arm from hers awkwardly and stepped sideways to create a little distance between us. She looked affronted and folded her arms across her chest, lapsing into grudging silence.

We entered the three-storey grey stone building suddenly looming above us through a small glass door on the right. Courtney strode on ahead of Miranda and me, ascending a narrow wooden staircase to the right of a long hallway. She gestured towards the hall as we passed. ‘Eighth and ninth graders’ dorms down there.’ Her voice was stiff and unfriendly. ‘Tenth and eleventh graders on the second floor. Seniors on the third.’

I followed a short distance behind Miranda, my eyes raking the rough white walls as Courtney led us to the top of the staircase and then down a carpeted corridor. She stopped suddenly and turned left through an open doorway at the end of the hall. ‘This is our room,’ she said, glancing at us over her shoulder. She strode to the end of the room, climbed one of the bunk ladders and fell back across the bed, the doona puffing up around her before settling back down on the mattress. She gestured lazily to the other side of the room without looking. ‘That’s the Dead Bed.’

The room was long and lined with six bunks on either side, each comprising a raised bed with a small desk and set of drawers underneath. At the end was a long window that spanned the width of the room. The football oval, swimming pool and gym were all visible, but the “view” was far too much concrete and far too little shrubbery and grazing cattle for my taste. Each bunk was dressed with crisp white sheets and different coloured doonas except the third to the end on the right. The mattress was bare on this bed, one of the drawers slightly ajar, and the wooden frame distinctly shabby in contrast to the newness of the two bunks flanking it.

I walked towards it slowly, taking a deep breath to allow everything so far to sink in: the greyness and sameness of this alien school, the documents and map still clenched in my clammy hand, the unfamiliar characters of Courtney and her friend. I lowered my duffel bag onto the floor in front of the Dead Bed’s desk, my eyes raking over the bunk. Miranda appeared at my left suddenly and knelt down to crank open the bottom drawer. She waved a hand in front of her face as a faint mouldy odour rose to meet us.

‘It’s not too bad,’ she said, her wrinkled nose suggesting otherwise.

I was silent as I swung my shoulder pack onto the desk beside my duffel. I took a moment to stare at it in silent resignation before bending over and opening all the drawers in a staggered fashion. I thought if I could let them air a little before unpacking all my clothes, at least I might not have to walk around the school smelling of fungus.

Miranda smiled at me encouragingly. ‘Once you put all your stuff away Miss Wheaton will take your bag and put it in the storeroom with everyone else’s suitcases.’

I nodded at her. ‘Miss Wheaton’s our form teacher, right?’

‘Yeah,’ Courtney said suddenly, rolling onto her side and propping herself up on one elbow to face us. ‘She also teaches chemistry and physics. What subjects are you taking, Julianne? Are you studying any of the sciences?’

I frowned at her. ‘It’s Juli. And no, I’m not.’

‘Well, you’d better start showing a little enthusiasm for them from now on. They favour the science and maths geeks here. If you can’t solve equations or explain the laws of thermodynamics, then it’s pretty much assumed you’re just here because your parents don’t want you.’

‘That’s not true,’ Miranda said, rolling her eyes.

‘Sure it is.’ Courtney sat up on her mattress abruptly and shuffled to the ladder before climbing down, smirking at me as I unzipped my duffel bag and started to drop piles of clothes on the desktop beside it. But she didn’t get time to elaborate further, because suddenly a dull bell rang, vibrating through my feet and cutting off the conversation. Without another word, she started heading for the open door, looking cunning as she raked her eyes over my half-unpacked bags.

‘That’s the bell for third period,’ she said, swinging her arms casually and gripping the edge of the doorframe. She looked at Miranda and motioned her head towards the hall. ‘We have English now, and Mr Warner gets real pissed if you’re late for his classes. You’ll have to go downstairs and get directions from the nurse when you’re done up here. Or look at your map, but they’re pretty crap what they print out from the front desk.’

Miranda looked at me apologetically. ‘Sorry, Juli, but Mr Warner does get pretty mad, and…well…I mean, we’ve got really good track records so far.’

I set my jaw stiffly in place and nodded, my stomach clenching in panic but my ego refusing to let on.

Courtney grabbed Miranda’s arm and started dragging her out the door. ‘Have fun, Julianne,’ she said, pressing her lips together as though suppressing laughter.

I watched them as Miranda waved regretfully before turning and hurrying after her friend. I swallowed tightly to control the unexpected anger and disorientation that suddenly rose in my throat, very nearly allowing a few tears to escape, something that I hadn’t done in years. But I checked myself as I scowled at the door after them, keeping my face stony with determination and unzipping the side pocket of my duffel forcefully. I refused to show any sign of weakness. Cowardice was not a part of my vocabulary.





Fight or Flight

The girls’ dormitory complex fell into oblivious silence once the glass door had swung shut after Courtney and Miranda. I finished unpacking in silence – choosing the least mouldy drawer to stuff my clothes in – and then dressed the Dead Bed’s mattress and lay my duffel bag and shoulder pack under my desk. After appraising my bunk one last time, I collected my timetable, campus map and a workbook I’d brought from home, and then headed downstairs. The building was so quiet I could hear the walls vibrate softly with each step I took. The nurse was nowhere to be seen downstairs, though I pushed open the door labelled SICKBAY and peered around inside. The beds were all empty, the little glass-walled office in the corner was deserted, and the quarantine room to its right was standing empty with its door wide open. There was no sound save for a muted tick coming from one of the revolving ceiling fans.

I withdrew my head from the sickbay and turned to the glass door leading outside. I glanced down the eighth and ninth grade corridor as I passed, but was met only with mute stillness. My eyes briefly travelled back up the staircase as my hand rested lightly upon the handle of the glass door. There must have been some unconscious hope in me that someone would suddenly materialise and point me in the right direction.

All the students would be in class now, I thought, my hands moistening a little around the door handle as I opened it. My stomach knotted uncomfortably as I realised I would have to venture out alone to find wherever I was supposed to go. Why Courtney and Miranda couldn’t have waited another minute to show me where to go was beyond me.

I pushed my shoulders back and set my chin determinedly. Don’t be such a coward, I told myself. If I could find my way back to the administration office, there was bound to be a staff member there to show me where to go. Screw those bitches, I thought. I’d survived worst situations than boarding school.

I followed the sheltered walkway back up to where it diverged. The path to the left was covered as well, and led down to the boys’ dormitories as the sign clearly indicated. I took the right path, passing a few narrow garden beds which had bloomed more successfully than those at the front and were filled with succulents and golden cane palms. The footpath led me past another stone building on the left, a small concrete courtyard with faded handball squares painted on, and an outdoor gymnasium and climbing frame sheltered by a large triangular shade sail. My eyes darted around me rapidly, absorbing my surroundings and instinctively looking for trouble. I felt less nervous in the outback at night than I did winding my way through this suburban nightmare.

I paused at the corner of another building. Was this the administration block? I crept around the corner only to be met by another sheltered walkway, and my stomach clenched in sudden anxiety. I gritted my teeth and turned around, trying to remember the way back to the administration office. It had been right across from the front gates to the school, overlooking the small football field we’d crossed. Why the hell did there have to be so much grey stone in this school?

As I lingered beside a wastepaper bin, wondering which direction to go in, I heard voices approach. The obvious answer would have been to follow them, find out who was talking, and ask for some directions. But their sudden appearance took me by surprise, and I found myself crouching behind the bin and peering around the edge instead. I watched as a young boy and girl carrying two stacks of folders passed me along the sidewalk. My brow knitted together: folders meant administration documents. The students were certainly heading in the general direction.

I followed them without notifying them of my presence, walking softly and in the shadows of the buildings. After my initial alarm had passed, I knew I should have just caught them up and asked for some help, but somehow the increasing unease in my chest held me back. Thankfully, they were heading to the front office, and after watching them disappear through the open door, I was able to climb the staircase and enter after them. The air-conditioning was a cool relief to the clammy moisture coating the back of my neck.

Mrs Blake looked up at my appearance in some confusion. ‘Is everything alright, Julianne?’

I nodded. It didn’t seem worth confiding what had happened, so instead I just asked how to find my first classroom. Mrs Blake outlined with a highlighter the route to my English class, and then I thanked her for her help, and headed off with at least a vague idea of where I was going now.

Classroom 2F was not difficult to find. The second classroom complex from the administration office was more decorative inside than the girls’ dormitories, which surprised me. The walls had been painted a dull rose colour, and the wooden staircase at the end of the building which I ascended quickly on tip-toe was varnished. The floors were carpeted and the doors of the classrooms, closed at the moment, were painted white and set with a small glass window each. I could see students diligently at work as I glanced through each closed door until I reached room 2F. I hesitated outside briefly, then took a deep breath, knocked, and pushed open the door.

I deliberately didn’t look at the students – already aware of the precarious state of my stomach and reluctant to give it further stimulation – but I could feel all heads rise in my direction as I entered. The teacher, presumably Mr Warner, was six-foot, grey-haired and bespectacled, dressed in a navy suit and burgundy tie. His face was a similar shape to mine, long and narrow, but his jaw was squarer and his skin deeply lined. He peered at me, his hand poised over the whiteboard mid-sentence.

‘Why are you late?’ he barked suddenly.

I felt my cheeks redden and my palms turn sweaty. I opened my mouth, not knowing what I was planning on saying, but was unexpectedly saved from answering. Courtney raised her hand in the last row abruptly, and called out in a loud voice.

‘Sir! She had to go enrol at the office! That’s the new girl I was telling you about!’

Mr Warner glared at Courtney, but his voice was more relaxed when he spoke. ‘Ah, right,’ he said, nodding slightly. ‘Yes, I remember. Thank you, Miss Fodder. Alright, new girl…you have your books? Yes, good. Find a seat then.’

I looked down the classroom and met Courtney’s bright blue eyes, where she was sitting beside Miranda with an empty seat to her right. Courtney smiled, winked and patted the empty desk beside her, making me hesitate very slightly in a mixture of confusion and distrust. I had absolutely no faith in the consistency of her comradeship, but at that moment she was the only student I knew, and in addition to the reluctant gratitude for defending me – whatever had encouraged her to do so in the first place – her familiarity provided some comfort. I avoided the rest of the students’ gazes as I stole down the aisle of wooden desks and seated myself beside her.

‘Right, where were we?’ Mr Warner scratched his chin and stared at the whiteboard with his head leaning to one side in deliberation.

Courtney leant towards me as she dropped a biro on my desktop, and I looked at it in sudden realisation that I’d forgotten my pencil case. ‘Don’t mind Mr Warner,’ she said quietly. ‘He can’t remember his own birthday, let alone any of his students. We all reckon he’s got Alzheimer’s or something. I mean, my surname’s Goddard, and he’s called me Miss Fodder since the start of the year.’

I smiled a little, trying not to look uncomfortable.

‘Don’t get us in trouble for talking again, Court,’ Miranda whispered, leaning around to look at us.

Courtney rolled her eyes. ‘Relax. Mr Warner’s deaf as a doorpost.’ She turned to me again, clearly having forgotten our less than desirable parting in the dormitory. ‘We always sit down the back in English so we can chat. Lori used to sit with us too once upon a time, but she’s gotten very conscientious in her old age. You’ll meet her later on, Juli. She’s one of the tenth grade leadership team. They had something on this morning, a conference or something, I don’t know.’ She gave a small shrug.

I nodded and zoned into what Mr Warner was saying up the front. Apparently this term we were studying Romeo and Juliet. He’d written a paragraph on the whiteboard but I couldn’t quite make it out from where I sat. Something about the meaning of tragedy, if I’d interpreted the title correctly.

Courtney gestured lazily towards the board. ‘Warner said we’re going to watch the movie in a week or two, the one with that chick and DiCaprio. Our exam this term is an expository essay on the themes within the play.’

‘So…what?’ I said. ‘Love and tragedy?’

‘That’s what I thought. It’s not a complex play. But apparently there’s all these hidden themes about family ties and loyalty and forbidden associations and stuff as well. Don’t worry though, because Warner always gives us a revision sheet a week before the exam. He may be an irritable old git, but he has his good points.’

‘You’d achieve better marks if you just listened in class,’ Miranda said, raising her eyebrows.

Courtney narrowed her eyes. ‘I got an A overall in English last year, thank you very much.’

I looked at the blank sheet of paper in front of me, mentally assessing my current situation of sitting down the back with Courtney and Miranda as they argued quietly about their academic approaches. I knew, unfortunately, that there was no way I was going to do well in English this semester if I didn’t listen in class, even with the revision sheet Mr Warner was going to prepare. But the social consequences of moving down the front at this stage seemed too severe to put at stake just for a good grade in English. So I shook my head slowly and told myself I was worrying way too far in advance. I’d figure out how to pass my subjects later. Right now I just needed to concentrate on getting through the first day.

Courtney elbowed me in the ribs suddenly. ‘What’s wrong? You look pale.’

I glanced at her, widening my eyes. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Good. I got sick in class once and puked all over the carpet. Mr Warner was so pissed.’ She chortled to herself and sat back in her chair, draping her arms over the back.

Miranda glanced at me but didn’t say a word.

‘So,’ Mr Warner said slowly. ‘So, in theatre…a tragedy is a play consisting of tragic events…with a tragic ending…hence the word tragedy.’

Courtney covered her mouth with one hand to stifle the sudden burst of laughter that exploded from her lips. She wasn’t the only one – a ripple of communal amusement travelled around the classroom at the hilarity of the teacher’s monotonous explanation. I smiled a little, the laughter making me feel a little less ill at ease, but then Mr Warner started striding down the aisle towards us, and the smile quickly fell from my face. Even Miranda swallowed nervously.

‘Do you find that amusing, Miss Fodder?’ Mr Warner demanded, raising his thick white eyebrows at us.

Courtney bit her lip to keep from laughing and shook her head.

‘No, I didn’t think so,’ he said. ‘Do you find that amusing, Miss – Miss…?’ He snapped his fingers in front of me as though he was trying to remember my name, apparently not realising that he hadn’t actually asked it yet.

I swallowed uncomfortably as I met his dull, watery eyes. ‘Julianne Page.’

He leant towards me. ‘What? Speak up!’

‘Julianne Page.’

‘Page, hmm?’ He straightened up and pursed his lips, peering down at me contemptuously. ‘Well, Miss Page, do you find my teaching amusing?’

I shook my head. I could feel the rest of the class watching our exchange with bated breath, though I refused to look around at them and betray the fear suddenly swirling in my gut. There was something menacing about Mr Warner. Perhaps it was his height or his cold indifference towards his students – or maybe it was simply sudden panic that he would forget I was new and target me. Unfortunately, this time, that last fear was not misplaced.

‘Perhaps you would like to read out my definition on the board then,’ he said, his tone drawling. ‘Those of you who haven’t copied it down, copy it down now.’ He straightened up and held his hands behind his back, looking towards the ceiling and then closing his eyes as he waited.

I swallowed again, facing the front and trying to repress the tense jiggles that were gathering in my knee-caps. As I narrowed my eyes and peered at the board, the anxiety I felt was very slowly replaced by a convoluted fusion of embarrassment, aversion and anger. Whether the anger was targeted at Courtney for suddenly being deathly silent, or at Mr Warner for asking me to read, or at my mother, or myself, or even whatever cosmic force was regulating our miserable human existences, I couldn’t tell. All I knew was that the anger was suddenly and unexpectedly there, gradually rising and curling in my chest. My whole face heated up as I stared at the whiteboard and tried to decipher the words. Forget about moving closer to the front; Mr Warner’s handwriting was cursive and impossible to read anyway. I felt a shudder run through my body as my emotions churned in a precarious little bubble inside me, threatening to boil over. I clenched my teeth and narrowed my eyes at the board, hoping my resolute nature would somehow prevail over the wild panic trying desperately to engulf me.

‘Tragedy,’ I began, but my voice faltered and a few whispers could be heard from the front of the class.

‘Speak up, girl!’

Mr Warner’s gruff voice cut through my brain like a cleaver, making my whole body tense as though I’d just been slapped across the back. I closed my mouth as my lower lip trembled and my eyes narrowed even further and started stinging with repressed tears. I wrapped my hands around the edges of my seat, my hands trembling as suddenly waves of furious heat began coursing through my body. I felt a sudden and unfamiliar longing to punch something. I tried to make out through my peripheral vision whether Courtney was planning on stepping in any time soon, but this time, she didn’t stir an inch.

I could feel confused eyes on me from all angles of the room. I could feel the redness of my face standing out like a neon light. I could feel my shoulders stiffening to the point where – if I’d been in control of my awareness – I would have worried whether my tendons could spontaneously snap. The whispers around the room were steadily increasing in frequency and volume. No doubt the students were wondering by that point whether I was about to cry, vomit or punch the teacher in the face. I found myself wondering resentfully why Mr Warner didn’t shout at them for making such a harsh noise, until I realised the room around me was silent, and it was my own ears that were ringing.

I couldn’t remember what Mr Warner had asked, and yet somehow I found myself responding. ‘I don’t know.’

‘What do you mean you don’t know?’

His voice was sharp enough to slice through the fragile bubble encasing my emotions, and before I could really give the situation much thought, the anger and humiliation started spilling out at a rush. I didn’t know where the emotion had all come from so suddenly, and I didn’t really care at that moment either. All I knew was that I had to get out of that classroom: away from Mr Warner; away from the students all staring at me so intrigued; away from the panic that was shimmying out of the ground, groping around my ankles, and trying to drag me down into its eddying depths.

I stood to my feet so forcefully my chair banged against the wall behind me, and the desk Courtney and I were sharing rocked forward. It didn’t fall, but her stationery, our workbooks, and the documents from the front office all clattered to the floor.

I balled my fists by my side and stalked down the aisle, uncaring now of the eyes following me, ignoring the hoarse shouts of Mr Warner as he demanded that I sit back down. I wrenched the doorknob towards me, and when it didn’t open I threw my fist at the wall so hard it made a loud smack that startled the rest of the room. I rattled the doorknob until the door swung open and crashed into the wall. Then I took off at a run, sprinting down the hallway, skidding around the corner, and hurrying down the staircase with one hand trailing the banister shakily.

Somehow I made it back to my dorm, my brain in such a commotion of anger and panic that I could barely register my current whereabouts, let alone give conscious thought as to where I was headed. I slammed the dormitory door closed behind me and stormed towards my bunk, then before I could even fully comprehend what I was doing, I started yanking my clothes and few belongings from the drawers and shoving them into my duffel and shoulder pack. Zipping the bags closed and holstering them, I clenched my teeth and punched the Dead Bed so hard it trembled and my knuckles smarted with pain. I focused on the pain, my ears ringing and my breathing shallow, and it helped to alleviate some of the trapped emotion I felt churning in my abdomen.

I glared at the room around me for a moment before hurrying back to the door. I didn’t care what my mother would say at having me come live at home again. I didn’t care what the staff would say at my reckless outburst and behaviour. I didn’t even care at that point if I made it home alive, so long as I could get out of St Peter’s. All I could think was that I couldn’t stay in that godforsaken school another moment. The change was just too much. The foreignness of the city, the buildings which may as well have been terraced they were so closely aligned, the people with their snarky attitudes and their sharp tones and their propensity to humiliate new students to the point of an emotional breakdown…it was all too much. If Mum wouldn’t come pick me back up, then I’d catch a bus back to Warrabeela myself. I’d crawl on my hands and knees back to Warrabeela if that was what it took.

I let my feet fall on the stairs hard enough to send shock waves through my heels. Then I was out of the door and away before Mr Warner had even had a chance to send someone after me. The front entrance was too well surveyed with the presence of the administration office, I thought, so I ran through the garden beds around the back of the dormitory complexes, and raced across the empty football field to the ten-foot-high fence on the other side. Once there, I curled my fingers through the mesh, gritted my teeth, and hoisted myself upwards to scramble over and away.





Alex Calvin

I’d reached halfway up the fence before the wire started cutting into my fingers too painfully to ignore anymore. The humiliation and anger writhing inside me gradually lessened as I scowled through the hexagonal holes in the mesh, breathing hard and fast and clenching my teeth. After a moment of hanging there, suspended halfway up the fence, I reluctantly started climbing back down the way I’d come, the mesh humming in sequence as I wrenched my hands from it one at a time. As the uncontrollable emotion cleared from my mind, I suddenly realised what running away would do. I didn’t so much care about the trouble I’d cause at St Peter’s – I was more concerned with the fact that escaping back to Warrabeela meant I’d end up living with Mum again. And that wasn’t really a situation I desperately wanted to return to.

With these thoughts sauntering through my mind, I jumped the last metre of the fence and bent my legs for the impact. After my feet were firmly back on the ground, I kicked the mesh to vent the last of my frustration, and then sank onto the grass, leaning back against the fence and pushing my bags away from me with my feet. I scowled across the football field, folding my arms over my chest and ignoring the figures approaching me briskly from the dormitories.

The three teachers slowed as they neared me, stepping across the grass with care. I appraised them briefly – two men in trousers, button-down shirts and ties, and a woman in slacks and a white blouse – before turning my head away resentfully and gazing towards the end of the field. One of them reached into his pocket and withdrew a mobile phone, flipping it open, dialling and wandering away from us to talk as the other two approached me. The woman knelt down on the grass in front of me, her frown concerned and her tone urgent.

‘Are you hurt?’

I shook my head, avoiding her eyes tenaciously. After a few moments of silence in which I could feel her eyes running an inventory of my physical wellbeing, I simmered down enough to glance at her and scrutinise her with narrowed eyes. She had soft blonde hair in a ponytail and a tanned, heart-shaped face; her eyes were blue, less striking than Courtney’s but much kinder; and there were a few creases in her forehead, hinting at an age of no more than late-thirties. As her eyes met mine, I looked away again sullenly.

‘Does – does this sort of thing normally happen?’ she asked, her voice a little breathless as though she was struggling to find the right words.

I shrugged in response to her query. Of course I’d felt angry and humiliated before, and lost control of my temper, and even attempted to run away from my old school and home a few times. But I couldn’t honestly tell her that my emotions had ever overcome me with such intensity as today. After another second or two, I shook my head to give her a more concrete response to her question.

‘Right.’ I watched her take a deep, slow breath, and whatever self-soothing mechanisms she was employing must have worked, because her tone was more relaxed the next time she spoke. She turned her head to nod at the two male teachers behind her after regarding me quietly for another moment. ‘She’s fine,’ she said to them. ‘I’ll take her back to the dorms and keep an eye on her for the afternoon. If you could let Mr Warner and the principal know, that’d be great.’ Then she turned back to me, pushing herself up and brushing off the knees of her trousers as the other two teachers turned and started heading back across the oval with long strides. She put her hands on her hips and motioned her head towards the school, looking at me determinedly as her whole persona suddenly took on a much more composed, authoritative quality. ‘Come on then,’ she said.

I scowled at the ground, tightening my arms across my stomach. ‘I’m not going back there.’

‘Well, you can’t stay sitting here.’ She paused, watching me as she took a deep breath. ‘It’s Julianne, right?’

‘Juli,’ I snapped.

‘Well then, Juli, either you get up and come with me now, or I’ll call Mr Clifford back and he can manhandle you back to the dormitories. It’s your choice.’ I looked up to see her raise her eyebrows and shrug nonchalantly, and her assertive tone surprised me so much that some of the resentment slid out of my expression. She waited patiently as I reluctantly clambered to my feet, retrieved my duffel bag and shoulder pack from the grass, and slung them over my shoulders. I frowned at the ground and followed in silence as she led me back across the football field towards the school.

‘I’m Miss Wheaton, by the way – your form teacher. I’m sorry I didn’t manage to introduce myself to you earlier…I hope you were able to find someone to show you around and help you get settled.’

I coughed out a humourless laugh. ‘Yeah. Courtney Goddard.’

‘Ah…’ Miss Wheaton looked at me understandingly. ‘I’m afraid Courtney can be a little intimidating at times. It’s a shame you didn’t cross paths with one of the tenth grade leadership team first. I think they had some sort of conference this morning.’ She rubbed her hands together. ‘Well, why don’t we have a quick cup of tea and then I’ll find one of the girls to show you back to the dorm? I reckon Lori would be the best way to go.’

Lori Matthews turned out to be a five-foot, stocky, freckled fourteen-year-old with brown bangs, twinkling dark eyes and a vibrant personality. She was the type of student teachers trusted with the most responsible tasks, but the sparkle in her expression told you straightaway that she’d horse around on any matter of insignificance. To my surprise – feeling calmer after a cup of hot tea and three Anzac biscuits in the teacher’s lounge – I took a liking to her immediately.

Lori sat on my bed and chattered to me happily about her home and adjustment to life at St Peter’s while I unpacked my belongings for the second time. ‘Yeah, it took me a while to get used to being at a boarding school. I mean, I’m not unused to sharing a room – I share with my two little sisters at home – but undressing in front of a bunch of other girls my age was a little weird to begin with.’ I must have looked nervous, because she hurried on reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry, there’s plenty of cubicles in the restroom down the hall.’ After she’d given me a brief overview of the class and study system, leisure time and bedtime routine at St Peter’s, she asked: ‘So what about you? What’s life like at your home?’

I described briefly our farm in Warrabeela, and told her I lived there with my mum and the animals. Thankfully, she didn’t press matters on the parent front, and instead asked what I liked to do in my spare time. I shrugged in response. ‘Riding the horses, taking the dogs for walks, mustering—’

‘Mustering?’ Her eyes widened as she smiled. ‘Like, mustering cows?’

I nodded. ‘Fifty head of dairy cattle.’

She looked in awe of the country life. I couldn’t imagine how foreign it must have sounded, how different to living in a small apartment in Sydney with barely enough garden space to grow herbs.

The bell rang for the end of school a short while later, and within a few minutes a strawberry blonde girl hurried through the doorway with an armful of workbooks. Thankfully her smile remained in place as Lori beamed and gestured her over. ‘Em, this is Juli. Juli, Emma Sheridan.’

Emma pushed back her ginger fringe and grinned nervously as I met her round blue eyes. It occurred to me suddenly that she was probably in the classroom that morning when I stormed out, and my cheeks reddened at the thought. I hadn’t even thought to consider the responses I’d get from the other students, especially my own grade. The prospect of what people would say now suddenly loomed over me, and I found myself ignorant as to how to clear the air.

Emma seemed to notice my discomfort, and spoke up somewhat uneasily. ‘I hope you – um…well, I hope you’re feeling…better.’

I averted my eyes and frowned, chewing the inside of my lip uncomfortably. ‘Yeah.’ I shoved my hands in my skirt pockets as an awkward silence ensued, hunching my shoulders and swaying a little until suddenly voices and footsteps carried down the hall towards us. I heard an unintelligible mutter and then Courtney’s brash voice.

‘She must be crazy or something. I mean, God, I was half expecting her to flatten Warner. I reckon she could’ve taken him you know…’

I frowned as they suddenly appeared and their grins faded.

‘Oh.’ Courtney watched us looking a little abashed, flanked by Miranda and two other girls. Then she cleared her throat. ‘Yeah, the whole class is talking.’

‘Courtney,’ Emma chided.

‘What?’ Courtney looked defensive. ‘She may as well know. There’s no point us all whispering behind her back.’

I nodded and looked at the ground, trying not to think about the shuffling footsteps heralding the rest of the tenth grade’s cohort as they suddenly flocked through the door to the dormitory. I felt all eyes train on me in a quiet mixture of perplexity and uneasiness as the feet slowed to a standstill, and I realised reluctantly that I’d have to say something to placate my classmates if I had any hope of settling in. So I took a deep breath and gave them the best explanation I could. ‘Um…’ I cleared my throat roughly. ‘I’m sorry about what happened in English. I was feeling a little…overwhelmed.’

There was quiet for a moment before Emma spoke up again. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I mean, everybody was a little freaked at first, but it’ll settle down soon.’

I nodded a little as a few more students threw in their agreements and then gradually sauntered away towards their own bunks. No doubt what happened would spread around the school, but at least the girls in my dorm had decided – as far as I could tell – to put it behind them. Lori smiled at me and hooked an arm through mine. She wasn’t aggressive in her movements like Courtney had been, so this time I didn’t protest.

‘Come on, I’ll take you on the grand tour. You coming, Em?’ As Emma nodded and hurried to pack away her textbooks, Lori looked around the room searchingly. ‘Nell must have gone to catch up with James. Boys and girls aren’t allowed in each other’s dormitories, obviously, but there’s a massive recreation room downstairs between the two dorm complexes where everybody can hang out. There’s a pool table, table tennis, Foosball and a couple of old couches, you know. It’s usually not too packed during summer, because most people like to spend their time at the pool.’

Lori and Emma led me back downstairs and out of the building. They took a small pathway to the left that led us straight through to the football oval. Twenty odd boys were already in the middle of the playing field in shorts and T-shirts, tossing a football around as someone counted heads and separated them into two teams. We skirted around the oval and headed towards the tennis courts on the other side, bypassing a very crowded swimming pool on the right.

‘There’s a tennis club that meets every Tuesday and Thursday after school,’ Lori said. ‘Mostly it’s the older girls who play but a couple of the eighth and ninth graders like to pitch their mitt in too, so to speak. Do you like tennis?’

I shrugged. I was feeling drained after being inundated with so many new faces and so much new information. But I cleared my throat nevertheless and worked some energy into my tone. ‘Never played.’

‘Really? You’ve never played tennis? Not even in P.E. or something?’

I shook my head, watching the figures on the court as we approached.

‘Why don’t we see if the older girls will play a round or two with us?’ Emma said. ‘We can teach you the rules as we go.’

There were three girls on the court, two on the far side and one on the side closest to us. The nearer girl turned around as we pushed open the mesh gate, holding her racquet aloft, and my energy levels abruptly and unexpectedly increased as I met her gaze.

I couldn’t help but study her in the few seconds it took for us to walk over. She was about my height, not particularly athletic but lean, with fair skin and auburn hair pulled back in a straight ponytail. I appraised her face as we approached, my abdomen tensing in an unfamiliar way as she looked at me curiously and tilted her head very slightly to one side. Her face was slender, with almond-shaped, hazel eyes, a narrow nose and a broad mouth. I wouldn’t have described her as pretty, but there was some sort of magnetic energy to her countenance that captured my attention and seemed unwilling to let it go.

‘Hi Alex,’ Lori said.

The girl smiled and nodded, glancing at my two friends briefly. ‘Hi Lori, Emma,’ she said, nodding her head in turn. She looked at me again, a strange mixture of audacity and confusion in her eyes. ‘Hi.’

‘Alex, this is Julianne Page, new kid in our class,’ Lori said. ‘Juli, this is Alexandra Calvin, eleventh grade.’

‘Alex,’ the girl corrected. I wouldn’t have said she was arrogant exactly, not in the same way Courtney came across. But her manner was…confident, more mature than the girls in my grade. She nodded her head in my direction. ‘Nice to meet you.’

I straightened my posture so I reached my full height, and inclined my chin ever so defensively as I motioned likewise. I felt a strange compulsion in some way to measure up to her. ‘You too.’

‘Can we play?’ Lori asked.

‘Sure.’ Alex gestured to the court. ‘Two of you on this side and one on the other. There’s some racquets over by the fence.’ Once we’d collected the racquets, Lori jogged to the other side of the court, leaving Emma and I to join Alex. From the time I stepped up beside her, her whole persona seemed to alter. She looked down at the floor briefly before eyeing our opposition, deliberately avoiding looking at me with a resolute expression. I frowned in confusion as I retreated to the back of the court.

I soon learnt the gist of the game. All the time I was distracted though, wondering why Alex wouldn’t look at me. And then it occurred to me that the older grades had probably already heard the story of what had gone down in English that morning. She was probably not too eager to associate with me after that. I felt my insides tighten at the thought. I didn’t know why I cared so much. Peer approval and acceptance had never exactly been a top priority for me. But for some reason, I kind of wished Alex and I could meet with a clean slate. I tried to push the thought away, refusing to admit that I was kind of fascinated by this striking and aloof character.

Finally, after nearly an hour of hitting the ball back and forth, Lori held up both hands in defeat, puffing air from her cheeks. ‘I’m beat.’ Emma nodded in agreement, her face red and her fringe sticking to her forehead with perspiration.

Alex nodded and glanced towards the small sports shed in the corner of the court, presumably where the equipment was stored. ‘I’ll put the racquets and balls away,’ she said, pushing her hair off her face and fanning her cheek with one hand.

I looked through the court fencing to where the trees surrounding us were rustling in the breeze, hoping my sudden discomposure wouldn’t show as Alex appeared in front of me and held out her hand for the racquet. I was expecting her to leave without saying anything, but then suddenly she spoke, prompting me to look up and meet her eyes.

‘Not bad.’ She gave me a quick smile. ‘Do you play?’

I shook my head, an involuntarily frown settling on my lips. I was confused to find her suddenly engaging in casual conversation with me, when for the last hour she’d pretty much ignored me. But there was something about her clear, captivating voice that dispelled any annoyance. I cleared my throat a little and pushed back my shoulders. I hadn’t intended to say anything more, but when Alex nodded slowly in confusion and started turning back towards the shed, I found myself asking quickly: ‘What about you?’ to stop her.

She hesitated and glanced at me, a hint of a smile in her eyes as she shrugged. ‘Only here at school.’ She seemed about to say something more, but her friends suddenly called her from the other side of the court. Throwing a quick glance towards them, Alex looked back at me and shrugged. ‘I’d better go…but you should come play again sometime.’

I nodded. ‘Sure.’ I’d never agreed so effortlessly with anything anyone had ever said to me in my entire life. I clenched my teeth in annoyance at the strange amenability that had overcome me, and then looked away as Alex turned to take the equipment back to the shed. When Lori and Emma appeared beside me, I followed them out of the court without saying anything more to the three girls we’d joined. But when I looked back halfway around the football oval, just out of curiosity, I could swear Alex was looking at me too.





Crossing Bridges

I had to meet with the principal that evening after dinner. Apparently my behaviour was unacceptable and a quick slap on the wrist just wouldn’t suffice as reprimand. I was dreading having to talk over what happened – even more so when I arrived at the principal Mrs Bentley’s office and she informed me that my mother would be involved over speaker phone. I was about to raise objection, but as I opened my mouth the door swung open and Miss Wheaton sidled in.

Mrs Bentley smiled at her and gestured us both to the two padded seats opposite her desk. ‘I thought you might feel a bit more comfortable with a familiar face present.’

I sat down in silence, unwilling to admit that I did feel more comfortable now Miss Wheaton was here. Though our acquaintance so far had been nothing more than a casual chat over tea and biscuits, I felt an instinctual trust towards her. Whether that would prove helpful or not, I was yet to find out.

‘Would you like to talk to your mum first, Julianne?’ Mrs Bentley asked.

I deliberated for a moment before reluctantly taking the phone from her outstretched hand, settling back into my chair and dialling. Mum sounded tired when she finally picked up the phone. ‘Hello?’

‘Hi Mum, it’s me.’ When she didn’t say anything, I exhaled sharply through my nostrils, trying not to allow my irritation to taint my voice. My mother had never been particularly verbose on the phone, but she usually offered a little more than one-word responses. That was my domain. ‘Um…the principal was trying to contact you this afternoon. She told me she—’

‘I know. She and I talked about an hour and a half ago.’

‘Oh.’ I sighed, not really knowing what to say after that. My forehead knotted and I glanced sideways at Mrs Bentley, who was reading through something on her computer screen behind her desk and tactfully ignoring me.

‘So you tried to run away,’ Mum said suddenly.

I shrugged before realising she couldn’t see me. ‘Yeah.’

‘That was smart, wasn’t it? Where were you planning on going? You didn’t take any cash with you, did you? Its nine hundred fucking kilometres from Brisbane to home, Juli. I suppose you had some crafty plan of sneaking aboard a freight train or something.’

I scowled. ‘I’m not that stupid. I was going to barter my belongings for food and set up camp under a bridge.’

‘Don’t be a smartass.’

My frown deepened. I could have explained to her that I’d just lost control. I could have told her that the anger and fear of being in a new school had just consumed me to the point that I’d no longer had any will to reason with it. But I knew Mum wouldn’t understand that, if she even managed to sit through my full explanation without interrupting and telling me how stupid I’d been. So instead I just said: ‘The principal and my form teacher wanted to talk about it.’

‘Fine. Put me on speaker.’

I pulled the phone away from my ear and cleared my throat a little to get Mrs Bentley’s attention. The principal glanced up at me with her eyebrows raised and then nodded when I motioned my head to the phone, putting it on speaker and setting the handset in its cradle. After a minute of introductions and a brief explanation of what had happened, including a sullen and stilted version from me as I glared at the phone with my arms across my chest, we discussed my options from there on in.

‘I fully appreciate that Juli was distressed,’ Mrs Bentley said, ‘but her behaviour is obviously a little more serious than a few tears at bedtime.’

‘So punish her,’ my mother said.

The principal hesitated. ‘With all due respect, I think we’d be a lot better off setting some measures in place to ease her transition into life at St Peter’s. After all, it’s a big change moving from a small country town to boarding school.’

‘All the other kids seem to do okay.’

Mrs Bentley ignored her snide comment. ‘Perhaps we could organise for Julianne to attend a few sessions with the school counsellor, and then she can check in with me at the end of the week. Hopefully with a little moral support things like running away won’t be necessary again.’ Despite the firmness of her tone when she insisted on the counsellor idea, Mrs Bentley’s eyes were warm and her mannerisms concerned. ‘Does that sound good to you, Mrs Page?’

Mum sighed over the phone. ‘I suppose… Look, I’ve got to rush off now. One of the horses needs medicating before bed. But apologies again for all the trouble she’s caused. You call me if she does anything else so moronic and I’ll be sure to have words with her. Is that clear, Juli?’

‘I’m sure further action won’t be necessary,’ Mrs Bentley said, her eyes narrowing a fraction. ‘I think with the counsellor, Miss Wheaton and I here to help, Juli will find she settles into life at St Peter’s very smoothly.’ The principal glanced at me and raised her eyebrows questioningly.

I nodded in silence, staring at the phone as my mother disconnected the call. Mrs Bentley then frowned – looking blatantly surprised at my mum’s abrupt departure – before deliberately smoothing her expression and turning back to me with a small exhalation of relief. ‘Well, now that’s over…’

Miss Wheaton raised her hand tentatively, glancing at me in question. ‘Juli, Mr Warner and the students explained very briefly to me what happened this morning in English.’

I frowned.

‘Do you normally wear glasses?’

‘No.’

‘Do you think we should book you an appointment with the local optici—?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with my eyes.’

She was quiet for a moment. ‘Alright. Tell us what the problem was then.’ I sighed in frustration, glaring at the desktop. Miss Wheaton waited patiently for me to talk, then after a few tense moments of silence she continued herself, seemingly realising I was either unable or unwilling to voice the truth aloud. ‘If you struggle with reading and writing, there’s extra tuition available.’

I scowled. The last thing I wanted to do was publicly announce to my new cohort that I couldn’t read or write properly. But the resolve in the principal’s and my form teacher’s expressions told me very clearly that I wasn’t going to get a choice in the matter – and if I was being totally honest, there was a small part of me willing to acknowledge that extra tuition would be helpful, maybe even a part of me that wanted it to happen. There was also a part of me feeling incredulous and a little uncomfortable at how understanding the principal and my teacher were both being. That coupled with complete and utter exhaustion was making my feet itch to leave. So, rather than argue, I just nodded and agreed grudgingly to attend. Miss Wheaton smiled and assured me it would be a worthwhile investment.

‘And I will call Mr Samuels tomorrow morning and arrange a counselling session for you within the next few days,’ Mrs Bentley added.

I nodded. ‘Can I go now? Please?’

The principal nodded. ‘I’ll let Miss Wheaton walk you back to your dorm. I’m sure nothing like today will happen again, Juli, but if it does we may have to take further action, alright? You’re not in trouble, I just want you to understand how important your safety is to us, and know that we’ll put measures in place to ensure it if we have to.’

I nodded and thanked her quietly before my form teacher and I returned to the dormitories. I was still dressed in my uniform, as were two of the other girls who were still studying by the light of their desk lamps when we arrived. Miss Wheaton left me by the Dead Bed and moved to the bunk on the far left, where she began speaking in an inaudible tone to Hilary, a slight girl with brown braids and large round brown eyes, who was currently dressed in pink frilly pyjamas. Hilary looked anxious about something, wringing her hands together and casting nervous looks about the room.

Miss Wheaton glanced over at the three of us still in our uniform momentarily, and flapped one hand at us. ‘Quickly, girls. Nearly lights out.’

I only had one pair of faded flannelette pyjamas, and so I dragged these out of my bag and balled them up tightly before anyone could see. Lori’s head appeared over the side of the bunk beside me.

‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Where have you been? You’d better get ready for bed now.’

I nodded, grabbing my toiletries bag and hurrying down the hall to the bathroom shared between the tenth and eleventh graders. I didn’t look at any of the girls standing in front of the sinks when I entered. I walked directly to one of the cubicles and locked myself inside. Hanging my bag up and taking a deep calming breath, I stripped off my uniform and dragged on my stripy pyjamas, grey with wear and sporting a noticeable rip in one of the knees. I remembered the tear had been from the frangipani tree outside my bedroom window, which I’d scaled to get some fresh air one night after Mum had locked me in my room. In her defence, I had tipped half a pint of petrol into the dunny out back and attempted to ignite it with the gas lighter from the barbeque. I couldn’t remember where I’d gotten that brilliant idea.

My thoughts returning to the present, I stared at my pyjama top hesitantly before pulling it on. I usually slept without a bra on at home, sharing a room only occasionally with the cat. But I decided to keep my bra on tonight, feeling too self-conscious to take it off.

There was chatter and the sound of running water coming from outside my cubicle still. I hesitated inside the door, my hand poised beside the lock. I looked down at my pyjamas, knowing how slovenly they’d look beside the designer city wear of all my cabin mates. I slowly sat down on the bench inside the cubicle to wait until the room had cleared. After a minute or two though, I realised I wouldn’t have enough time to brush my teeth if I waited too long to venture out. So I took a deep breath, raised my chin defiantly and strode out.

There were two girls left at the sinks, both from the grade above, both unrecognisable. They glanced at me briefly but looked away when I scowled at them. One raised her eyebrows and motioned her head towards me questioningly. The other nodded, and I knew somehow they were silently confirming that yes, I was the new kid they’d heard about. I clenched my fists in frustration and hesitated by the sink, frowning at the tiles, before deciding my teeth could wait until morning.

I dumped my uniform on my desk and climbed up my ladder before anyone could register I’d returned. Then I crawled under my sheets and pulled my pillow over my head, ripping out my hair tie and shoving it down the side of my mattress. The lights were blaringly white and the chatter unavoidably noisy. I lay there hating the world until the lights flickered out and there were a few squeals.

‘Quiet, girls,’ Miss Wheaton said.

There was rustling as everyone climbed up to their beds and the desk lamps were switched off one by one. Even after they’d been turned off, I noticed there was still a faint glow in the room. I rolled over, curiosity getting the better of me, and peered through the slats of my bunk to see a small nightlight affixed to the power socket beside the door. I settled back into my pillow and watched Miss Wheaton’s form stroll up and down the aisle until everyone was in bed. I’d never been scared of the dark, even as a child, but the nightlight was strangely comforting. I took a deep steadying breath.

‘Alright, is everyone in?’

There were mumbled affirmatives.

‘Right then, dream happy dreams and be quiet.’

A few girls giggled.

‘Remember that some people would actually like to catch a few before the sun comes up.’ Miss Wheaton’s voice was light but serious. I watched her circle the room, pausing at the end bunk on the opposite wall and whispering to whichever girl it housed. She nodded after a second and moved on. Then to my surprise she stopped beside my bed. I watched her shake out my uniform and drape it over the back of my desk chair before she stood on tiptoes and gripped the slats of my bed.

‘Thanks,’ I mumbled.

‘I don’t usually tidy up after you girls, but considering it’s your first day. Get some rest. I’m only down the hall on the right if you need me.’

She made her way slowly out of the dorm, and by the time she disappeared there was silence in the room save for the occasional rustle of bed sheets. I sighed and nestled down into my pillow. I’d slept on the ground and in a swag many a night before, so though the Dead Bed’s mattress was hard, it didn’t bother me. I lay wide awake for an hour or two before I was able to fall asleep though. I didn’t feel homesick or frightened, just unused to the bed and the sound of eleven other girls breathing deeply around me. I tossed and turned in silence, staring at the shadowy ceiling. I started to feel a little hot and claustrophobic at one point, used to having a wide-open window beside me and breathing the cool night air in. But I decided not to push my luck by climbing out the window tonight. The thought amused me a little, and within a few more minutes, I drifted off.





The Dawn of Things to Come

The first few days passed relatively smoothly, even Wednesday afternoon during which I had a reasonably tolerable “chat” with Mr Samuels, the school counsellor. Lori and Emma kept me close as much as they could, showing me the ropes, introducing me to some of the boys over breakfast on Tuesday, and to the other teachers as the week dragged on. I started to eat and sleep better as I gradually became accustomed to life at St Peter’s Boarding School.

I woke early enough on Thursday morning that the light coming through the gap in the curtains was very dim, and there were no noises except the breathing of the other girls. I was twisted in my sheets and pouring sweat. I also quickly realised my bladder was extremely full, but rolled over in the hope of going back to sleep until a more reasonable hour. I didn’t want to climb down my creaky ladder and wake anyone.

After a few minutes though, I was forced to accept it was either creep down to the bathroom or pee in my bed. So I sat up and pushed my hair off my face, smoothing it into a ponytail and rummaging down the side of my mattress until I found my hair tie. Then I crawled to the ladder, the Dead Bed wobbling beneath me but thankfully making little noise. I climbed to the floor and then tip-toed to the door of the dormitory. Once I reached the hall, I quickened my step, thanking the heavens that the corridors were carpeted.

After relieving myself, I climbed back into bed and lay on my side, my eyes itchy and tired but my brain wired-up. I usually woke early, not quite this early but early enough that the sun wasn’t completely up. If it wasn’t time to bring the horses in on the quad bike, then I’d eat breakfast on the balcony and go wandering up and down the driveway for a while in the crisp morning air. I felt a pang of longing in my stomach. I knew it would wake the whole room if I opened the curtains for some fresh air now, but I wondered how difficult it would be to sneak downstairs and go outside. I was sure if I was caught I’d be in major trouble. But the thought of a nippy breeze on my face, regenerating my clammy body and filling my lungs with cool freshness, was too irresistible. So I climbed back down, rolled up my pyjama pants, glanced around the room to make sure nobody else was awake, and crept back out.

The stairs thankfully didn’t squeak too much. After the few creaks they did give rise to, I froze where I was and listened for a minute before continuing. The glass door on the bottom floor was shut but luckily not locked. I twisted the handle and gently pushed it open, smiling as cool air washed over my face. Once outside, I followed the path down to the right a little, sinking down to the floor with my back against the side of the building. I wrapped my arms around my bent legs, my bare feet resting on the cold concrete, and closed my eyes to inhale deeply for a moment. The sun hadn’t risen yet, so most of the grounds were still in shadow, but they were pastel blue pre-dawn shadows rather than the black shadows of night.

I jumped a mile when suddenly a voice hissed at me from the doorway.

‘Julianne.’

I turned my head to the entrance, surprised to see someone poking their head around the edge of the door, relieved that it wasn’t a staff member, and embarrassed by the sudden warmth in my stomach as I recognised who it was. The figure’s deep auburn hair was in two tousled plaits, wayward strands escaping and brushing her jawline, and her hazel eyes were swollen with sleep but bright and alert. Alex Calvin gripped the frame of the glass with white fingers and frowned at me reproachfully. ‘You’ll get in trouble if they catch you out here at this time.’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘Well, I’ll make sure they don’t catch me then, won’t I?’ I resisted looking directly into her face – scared she might be able to sense the butterflies now swarming inside my chest – as I shrugged and continued in a low voice. ‘I just needed some fresh air.’

She paused for a moment, then slowly slinked out, her bare feet almost silent on the damp cement. I glanced at her as she approached me, my eyes raking up and down her body. Her legs were long and bare, and she was wearing only undergarments, a loose-fitting tank top and short pyjama bottoms with pictures of squirrels printed on them. My jaw tightened unexpectedly, my eyes hovering over her as she gracefully lowered herself to the floor beside me in the dim light. She didn’t notice my uncomfortable silence; she was thumbing through something on an iPhone, the headphones dangling from her spare hand. I took her staying with me to either mean she didn’t think we’d get in too much trouble, or she knew we would and didn’t care.

Trying to ignore the way my stomach kept making little jumps towards my throat, I glanced at the iPhone screen in her lap, the sleepy scent of coconut and sweat wafting towards me. I was confused at how appealing it smelt. ‘What are you listening to?’

She seemed to have disregarded whatever initial opinion she had of me, because she seemed perfectly at ease as she pressed play on a song and handed me one of the earphones casually. ‘Here, listen to this.’ She inserted the other speaker into her own ear, tucking her hair away from her face and smiling in anticipation.

The song was old, maybe from the late eighties, with a deep bass beat in the background and a soothing melody of strings and woodwind. The singer, definitely female, had a high, inarticulate voice that flowed through the song like water. My brows knitted together and I nodded slowly. ‘Nice.’

‘I love this song.’

I glanced at Alex, tilting my head a little to the side, but she was looking through another playlist. ‘What’s it called?’ I asked, almost as much out of wanting to hear her voice again as out of curiosity.

‘Carta Blanca. It means “white card”. Sung by Herrie Jameson, short for Henriette.’

‘Kind of an ordinary stage name.’

‘It’s not. A stage name, I mean. I read her biography on Google ages ago – she decided to stick with her real name because she thought stage names created too big of a division between a singer and the public. She was big into equality and all that, very level-headed.’ Alex glanced at me and smiled as she met my eyes. ‘She’s got a stunning voice, huh? I absolutely love her music. What about you? Do you listen to much music?’

I shrugged. ‘Not really.’

‘What do you do instead?’

I narrowed my eyes the tiniest bit as she looked at me questioningly. It wasn’t exactly easy to talk to her, what with the intermittent flutters plaguing my stomach every time I looked into her eyes, but there was so little force within the conversation between us that my guard just naturally started falling away. ‘I ride a lot.’

‘Bikes?’

‘Horses.’

‘One of the girls in your grade mentioned you were from a property. It must be amazing having the freedom to just jump on a horse and gallop off into the sunset. I’ve always loved horses.’

‘Do you have any?’

She shook her head, resting her phone on one knee. ‘Unfortunately, no. We own an acre north of here, about twenty minutes outside of Gympie, but it’s not enough land to keep horses. Most of its fenced off for the dogs, and a good portion has been converted into vegetable gardens for Mum.’

I nodded slowly, looking at my lap and focusing on the music for a moment. Finally I looked back up at Alex, my brow creasing a little. I wasn’t generally curious about other people’s affairs, least of all people I’d only just met, but I found myself asking after her dad with genuine interest.

‘He works away, but he’s around,’ she said. ‘How about yours?’

Maybe it was the peaceful tone of her voice. Maybe it was the sudden hope that opening up would allow me to draw a little closer to this girl who strangely fascinated me. Maybe it was the instinctive feeling that I could trust her, an impression I didn’t remember ever feeling towards anyone in my life before. Or maybe, on some level, I actually wanted her to ask me. Whatever it was, I answered her query without hesitation. ‘He left a year or so ago. Ran off with a chick from the city and moved down to Melbourne with her. After divorcing Mum that is.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Alex was frowning, but didn’t look up at me. ‘Do you live with your mum?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And the horses of course,’ she added, smiling. ‘Are they the only animals you have?’

I laughed. ‘No. We have fifty head of dairy cattle, a cat, three dogs, this random goat who sort of adopted our land as its own, and a dozen or so chickens as well. Plus two butcher birds who come to eat the leftover cat biscuits in the mornings. They’re not tame or anything, but still…’

Alex raised her eyebrows and smiled. ‘It sounds like a zoo at your place. We’ve only got the two dogs and a cat. And my younger brother, who could honestly be counted as one of the pets sometimes. He just turned four, so he’s a little on the irritating side and a lot on the needs-attention side.’ She grinned, then glanced at the entrance to the dorms to ensure her voice hadn’t carried. ‘He’s a cute kid really. Very outdoorsy. Loves the animals, and loves helping Mum and Dad in the garden. I bet he’d love your farm too, especially the cows. He’s freaking obsessed with cows at the moment – points them out every time we drive past the neighbour’s paddock.’

I looked across at the garden bed, noticing our surroundings had lightened a little since we’d first come out. ‘Our cows are pretty docile, but they’re not particularly intelligent. The horses have more personality – it’s much easier to form relationships with them.’ I frowned, cocking my head to one side. ‘That didn’t sound so weird in my head.’

Alex laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I get what you mean. I always wanted a pony when I was little. It was my dream in life to be that girl whose horse was her best friend. But then my parents pointed out to me that you can’t keep a horse in your bedroom.’ She grinned, pausing for a moment in quiet reflection before looking up at me again. ‘So how has your first week here been so far? Must have been a bit of a shellshock, moving to the city.’

I raised my eyebrows, avoiding her gaze. ‘A bit? You mean you didn’t hear?’

‘About what happened in your English class? Oh, the whole school heard about that. We were in maths right next door to Warner’s classroom at the time. I heard you punch the wall through a sound-proof door.’ She smiled and nudged my upper arm with her elbow, noticing my discomfited expression. ‘Don’t worry, nobody’s holding it against you. We all have those days, and it was your first time in a boarding school, wasn’t it? Anyone in your position would have flipped out.’

‘Yeah, I suppose.’ I frowned at the ground between my legs.

‘Besides, Mr Warner can be a real git sometimes.’

I shrugged. ‘I had a worse teacher back home.’

‘Really?’

‘He used to throw chalkboard erasers at you if you talked during class.’

‘Freaking hell.’ She laughed, her eyes crinkling at the corners and seeming to illuminate her entire face. ‘That’s not as bad as one of my primary school teachers though. She was the crankiest old bitch you could imagine. One time I snuck in through the window before the classroom was open to get a handball from my desk – I mean, seriously, we were only eight years old and bored to tears waiting outside. Anyway, she caught me coming back out the window and caned me three times across the backs of my thighs – I have the scars to prove it – and then she locked me in the broom cupboard for two whole hours.’

My eyes widened in shock. ‘Is that even legal?’

‘Of course not! She was fired after the principal heard about it…and then a week after that she was diagnosed with some sort of personality disorder. I don’t mean to gossip or anything, but it does make for an interesting tale.’ Alex glanced across at the entrance to the girls’ dormitory building again, her grin slowly fading at the pale blue light illuminating our surroundings. ‘We’d probably better get back inside before everyone starts waking up.’

I looked up to survey the gardens and grey buildings in the distance, and then nodded in reluctant agreement, slowly pushing myself to my feet and brushing the gravel off my behind. Then without really thinking about it, I held out a hand towards her. Alex hesitated for a split second, eyeing my hand with a conflicted expression, before she reached out and slipped her fingers across my palm. I pulled her to her feet, ultra-aware of the warmth of her skin on mine, and the tingling it left in my hand. I let go quickly, meeting her eyes and smiling as effortlessly as I could.

‘How old are you, Juli?’ she asked suddenly.

I frowned in confusion. ‘Fifteen in September. Why?’

‘Just curious. You’re very mature for your age.’

‘What about you?’

‘Sixteen in October.’

A zingy moment of silence passed between us during which we both avoided each other’s eyes and straightened our postures. Then Alex turned towards the entrance decisively, pausing only to glance over her shoulder and say: ‘I’ll see you around then?’

I nodded. ‘Sure. We can listen to some more of that Henrietta what’s-her-name.’

Alex grinned. ‘Herrie Jameson. And yeah, that sounds cool.’ She smiled and then turned back inside, waving briefly before disappearing behind the glass. I gave her a moment’s head start before following back up to my dormitory, feeling confused and strangely exhilarated, and both liking and disliking the warm, vulnerable trembles leftover in my stomach.





Harvey

Breakfast was served at seven, and it was either be there or starve. We had to change into casual clothes before heading down to the dining hall, as the staff were always concerned about the appropriateness of some of the girls’ nightwear. The hall was a massive, oblong room with white walls and dozens of white tables arranged in long rows down the middle. There was a general area for each grade, which Lori and Emma had outlined for me briefly on my second day before leading me to three empty seats and introducing me to their friend Noelene’s boyfriend James and his comrades Gideon, Roger, and Harvey Baxter. When we approached the group that morning, Nell was sitting beside James on the farthest left, chatting to him while looking down at her food and smiling coyly.

Roger smiled at us underneath a thick layer of coppery hair as we sat down, his grey eyes magnified to twice their size by large rectangular glasses. ‘Morning, ladies.’

I smiled only a little nervously, choosing a seat opposite Harvey as Lori and Emma sat down to my right. My experience interacting with boys had begun and ended with my only friend back home in Warrabeela, so until arriving at St Peter’s, my knowledge and confidence around them was fairly limited. Thankfully, a week and a half later, I was starting to feel much more comfortable in their presence.

Harvey was the most amiable of the boys we sat with at breakfast. He had tousled brown hair and a long nose smattered with ginger freckles. In many ways his lanky form and childish face made him look younger than fourteen, but his eyes had crinkles in the corners and a depth to them that hinted otherwise. For the first few days he’d been too shy to talk to me, and had kept in the reserves of the group conversation, but his confidence was growing steadily. As I sat down that morning, he smiled and spoke to me in a friendly tone, a spoonful of cereal hovering halfway between his bowl and his mouth.

‘How are your classes going?’

I shrugged, twisting my fork through the bacon rinds on my plate distractedly. ‘Alright, I suppose. I know my teachers’ names now at least.’ I glanced at the scrambled egg as I took a small bite. I still wasn’t used to the rubbery texture of powdered egg. But I didn’t complain, only swallowed and washed down the chalky taste with a mouthful of orange juice.

‘You’ve got modern history up first today, don’t you?’

‘Yeah.’ A small frown formed a crease between my eyebrows. I separated myself from the rest of the cohort as often as I could during class time – harbouring a mixture of embarrassment at my academic level and discomfort at the number of students – so I wasn’t yet clear which classes I shared with which individuals. I was fairly sure Harvey was in modern history, but asked for clarification anyway.

‘Sure am,’ he said. ‘I’m all into the historical studies.’ He paused, his face contorting slightly as though wondering why he’d just said that. Then he shook his head briefly and looked back up at me. ‘Anyway, I could walk you there – if you want. You know, in case you still have trouble finding the classroom or anything. It took me weeks to remember the route… I mean, a few weeks, or a week. You know.’

I smiled a little, my eyes on my breakfast, and then nodded once. ‘Sure.’

‘Cool.’ He turned towards my two friends sitting beside me and flicked a small piece of scrambled egg across the table into Lori’s lap. ‘Hey Lori? Lori.’

Lori looked up from her conversation with Gideon, and then down at her lap with an irritated expression as she brushed the scrambled egg onto the floor. ‘What?’

‘I’ll show Juli to modern this morning so you can get straight to class.’

She frowned and said “fine” in an exasperated tone before turning back to Gideon and resting her elbow on the table, her expression relaxing as she reengaged in whatever they’ve been discussing before Harvey had interrupted.

‘Wonderful.’ Harvey started shovelling his fork into his eggs looking pleased.

We continued to chat all through breakfast. Harvey described in detail everything from how untidy his dorm bunk was, to his parents’ apartment on the other side of Brisbane, to his hobby of building model aircraft. I didn’t provide him with much information in response to the questions he asked me; it was easier to just encourage his chatter and listen.

‘You’re doing rec studies as well, aren’t you?’ he asked, to which I nodded. ‘We have a hiking trip coming up next term where we travel to Noosa for two nights. There’s no camp for the mountain-biking unit this term unfortunately, but there are two excursions out to Burrumba in weeks eight and ten. Are you enjoying the subject so far?’

I shrugged. ‘The theory’s a little boring.’

Harvey nodded understandingly. ‘Yeah, we got to ride a bit in the first week because Mr Clifford hadn’t organised the worksheets for the term, but then by week two we had to jump straight into the theory. We’ll be out on the bikes today though. You haven’t missed much – all we’ve really covered so far is shifting gears and the positioning of your body for basic manoeuvres, you know, like going ’round corners, stuff like that.’

A small prickle of worry erupted in my stomach at the mention of the forthcoming bike-riding lesson, but I decided to ignore it rather than admit I’d never ridden a bike before. Since I’d been riding horses since I was two, my parents had never seen the need to buy me a bike.

Once breakfast was over, Harvey bit his bottom lip in consideration as we pushed our chairs back and prepared to make our way back to the dormitories. ‘Alright… How about I meet you at quarter to at the top of the walkway down to the dorms?’

I nodded. ‘Sounds good.’

‘Cool.’ He smiled at me. ‘See you then.’

I watched Harvey follow his friends out of the hall, hanging back at the table while Lori and Emma stacked their plates and cups on the pile. It seemed that they’d been lingering deliberately, because as soon as the boys were out of earshot, they both hurried up to me with excited grins.

‘Oh my goodness,’ Lori said. ‘Harvey is in love.’

My eyebrows raised in surprise. ‘What?’

‘He was so into you,’ Emma said. ‘Didn’t you see the way he kept looking at you while you were talking? And didn’t you hear him? He practically narrated his whole life since birth. That’s what you do when you have a crush on someone.’

I frowned, hunching my shoulders forward. ‘He was just being friendly.’

Emma raised her eyebrows. ‘How about the fact he wanted to walk you to class?’

‘We have the same class.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Wow, haven’t you ever had a boy like you before?’

I was silent. The last contact I’d had with a boy had been initiating a punch so vicious it sent him sprawling and got me expelled. That didn’t bode well for attracting future interest.

‘So do you like him?’ Lori asked, putting her hand on my arm. ‘You know, like “like him-like him”?’

I tried to think back to how I’d felt towards Harvey when he’d been talking to me: a little uncomfortable at his forwardness, a little bored by his stories, but at the same time kind of relieved by his willingness to interact with me. It was the same way I’d felt when Lori had taken me under her wing after my initial first encounter with Courtney. But did that equate to being into him? I was sure it didn’t, but decided it would be easier just to play along, and so I worked my tone into a vague sort of uncertainty. ‘I don’t know. I suppose he’s kind of good-looking.’

Lori and Emma both grinned and suppressed squeals.

I tried not to look like I thought they were being idiots. I wanted to fit into this school, I wanted to blend into the group of girls I was now a part of, and if that meant liking one of the boys, then so be it. I didn’t concern myself with it too much.

After I’d dressed in my uniform, brushed my hair into a neat ponytail and cleaned my teeth, I collected my modern history workbooks and stationery, and headed outside. I found Harvey leaning against a pole under the shelter, his books hanging from his fingertips casually. He looked up and smiled at me as I approached, and I smiled back half-heartedly. My stomach clenched in an uncomfortable rather than exciting way. But maybe, I thought, just maybe, I really was attracted to him, and the feelings I was feeling were simply so unfamiliar I didn’t recognise them for what they were. I tried not to worry about it, shaking my head a little to clear my thoughts. There were more pressing matters I needed to deal with first, like learning where everything was, and catching up to the rest of my cohort’s standard of academic work.

Harvey spun on one heel casually when I reached him and we started heading down towards the building in which our modern classes were held. He glanced at me after a moment of walking in silence. ‘You’ve been pretty quiet this morning. What’s on your mind?’

I hesitated briefly before assuming a thoughtful expression and bringing up the first realistic topic I could. ‘Uh…I was actually wondering why tenth graders can do subjects like modern history and chemistry? I thought subjects like that could only be taken by the senior grades.’

‘Well, it used to be like that, but most high schools have introduced this new system now where tenth graders still have the option of taking general science and history and stuff, but they can choose to specialise early if they want a head start on their senior years. There were just too many cases of stress overload and burnout in grade eleven and twelve because of the academic pressure, you know? So they designed it so that the subjects in grade ten give a brief overview of the content covered in grade eleven and twelve, so when you reach the senior years the work is a little less daunting.’

‘They didn’t do that at my old high school.’

‘I think it’s mostly a city thing. It’s been working well so far though. I love it because it means I can take modern. I’m a bit of a history buff, if you didn’t pick up. Mostly I’m interested in twentieth-century warfare – I’ve made prototypes of every model of plane they used in both the Great Wars, the Vietnam War and the Cuban Missile Crisis. I’m looking at the Korean War now, but of course I can only work on my models when I’m at home – there’s no time here what with all the assignments we’re given! Plus, I’d be scared of people breaking them. I use this really soft wood to build the prototypes because it’s more malleable and absorbs the glue better, but it’s very fragile – I snapped a wing on my Aeromarine 39 model just by knocking it against the curtain…’

I nodded along in vague assent and continued walking, drowning his chatter out until it became a quiet hum in the background.





Only a Little Scared

There was a small group of students waiting at the edge of the oval when we arrived for recreation studies that afternoon, and another two helping Mr Clifford unload mountain bikes from a white trailer. Harvey and I joined the group of onlookers, and I watched with an uneasy stirring in my stomach. I prided myself on never being afraid to try something new, and never being scared to rough it outdoors. But I felt nauseous looking at those bikes and thinking I’d soon be forced to get on one. What if I stacked it and humiliated myself in front of the rest of the students, most of whom were guys whose names I didn’t even know yet? That was not exactly the way I wanted to start out. My palms grew sweaty against my workbook and I was forced to wipe them on the side of my skirt.

Harvey looked at me with confusion. ‘What’s the matter? I thought you liked mountain biking.’

‘I do.’ My brow furrowed as I surveyed the row of bikes standing waiting for their respective students to board. Mr Clifford lowered the last two to the ground and then dusted his hands off on his shorts. ‘I’m just – not feeling well,’ I said.

‘Oh.’ Harvey looked a little nervous at this. ‘What, like you might be sick or something?’

I shrugged.

Mr Clifford chose this moment to address us all cheerfully. ‘Howdy everyone,’ he said, putting his hands on his hips. ‘We’re going to get cracking on putting some of that theory into practice today. Sound good?’ Everyone threw in their agreement, and he swept an arm towards the bikes. ‘Alright then. Grab a bike and adjust the saddle as necessary. Five minutes, folks.’ Mr Clifford noticed Harvey and me awkwardly standing a little apart from the others, and he moved towards us as the rest of the class advanced towards the bikes. ‘Julianne?’ the teacher said, holding up his hands with his forefingers and thumbs pointed towards me like pistols.

I clenched my teeth together, my stomach churning. I hadn’t looked through the content of the subjects when I’d enrolled in them a month ago. I’d just chosen recreation studies because it was an outdoors subject and the rest of the electives on that line were lousy. Now I was here, the reality of not being able to ride a bike was even more humiliating than I’d imagined. There was no way I could go through with this. Faking sick seemed like the best option to get me out of class. Maybe if I went and lay down, I could figure out a way to transfer from rec to home economics before my next class.

‘She’s not feeling very well,’ Harvey said.

Mr Clifford frowned and put his hands on his hips. ‘What’s not feeling well?’

I shrugged, my face turning sullen. ‘Stomach.’

‘Do you feel up to riding? The fresh air might do you some good.’

I shook my head, clutching my workbooks to my chest and feeling like a complete idiot.

Mr Clifford blew air out of his lips. ‘Alright, well, why don’t you go lie down in sickbay for a bit? You can come back down when you feel better.’ He turned his head to look at Harvey. ‘Can you take her up?’

Harvey nodded.

When I suggested that I go by myself, Mr Clifford narrowed his eyes at me. He’d been one of the teachers who’d found me that first day when I’d tried to escape over the fence, so it was stupid of me really to hold any hope that he’d actually let me take myself to the sickbay. I wouldn’t be allowed to wander off on my own for a long time after that. ‘Harvey can take you,’ he said. ‘Catch you if you faint or anything.’

I resisted the urge to respond grudgingly and instead followed Harvey back up to the dormitories in silence. He didn’t chatter on our way to the sickbay. He only shot anxious glances at me every so often and kept a safe distance. I could tell he was nervous I might throw up, though he at least had the courtesy to say “feel better” as the nurse, Mrs Donovan, ushered me inside the sickbay.

She felt my forehead as I sat down on the edge of one of the beds, and ran through the usual list of flu symptoms, most of which I denied irritably. ‘So it’s just your stomach,’ she continued crisply, narrowing her eyes at me. ‘You didn’t eat anything funny for breakfast? No allergies?’

I shook my head.

She looked me over somewhat suspiciously, then exhaled slowly as she rested her hands on her broad hips. When I glanced up at her face, her expression had softened a little, though her eyes were still slightly narrowed. ‘Is something troubling you?’

‘No,’ I said, scowling at the mattress beside me. ‘I just don’t feel well.’

‘Alright, well…lie down for a bit and hopefully it will pass. Do you want some lemonade?’

After I shrugged, she disappeared through a doorway into a small room where a fridge was humming. I lay down on my side, resting my head in the crook of my elbow rather than on the pillow. I was alone in the peace and quiet of the building until voices sounded outside and footsteps pattered towards the front entrance. I frowned, wanting to get up and push the door to so whoever passed by couldn’t see me, but I couldn’t be bothered. I soon wished I’d put in the effort though, because suddenly three eleventh-grade girls appeared, and the one that spotted me and halted in surprise was the last person I wanted to see me.

Alex stood in the doorway, looking tall and serious. She frowned, wisps of her auburn hair already escaping from her ponytail and sweeping her temples. ‘What’s the matter?’

I pressed my lips, my forehead furrowing. ‘Nothing.’

She frowned back at me, her eyes annoyed but concerned. ‘You’re in the sickbay.’

I sat up, glancing towards the office to make sure the nurse hadn’t reappeared. ‘Well, I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Just go away.’

Alex turned towards her friends and said, ‘I’ll be there in a second.’ Then she entered the sickbay and came to stand in front of me, her arms folded across her chest.

Mrs Donovan reappeared at that moment carrying a glass of lemonade, and set it in my hands. She narrowed her eyes at Alex. ‘Miss Calvin, you should be in class.’

‘We had to come collect something from our dorm,’ Alex said. ‘I just came to check she was alright. I can sit with her a moment if you’d like.’

Mrs Donovan looked at her tersely. ‘As long as your teacher knows where you are.’ Then she bustled out to the corridor and turned towards the eighth and ninth grade dormitories. As soon as she was gone, I turned my head to glare at Alex.

‘Stop treating me like a child,’ I said.

She sat down on the edge of the bed beside me as though she hadn’t heard, relaxing her posture and leaning back on her hands. ‘I wasn’t trying to treat you like a child.’ She paused, jutting out her bottom lip as she appraised me guardedly. ‘Why are you in sickbay? You were fine this morning.’

‘Do I look like a doctor to you?’

She narrowed her eyes at me. ‘No need to get all snappy.’

I met her eyes and frowned at the sincere concern I found in them. We continued to study each other in silence for a moment. Alex’s hazel eyes were so deep I started to visualise an unfathomable crevice in her mind in which she’d keep anybody’s secrets with no risk whatsoever of them being shared. Then I sighed in resignation and gave up the pretence, an overwhelming sense of trust shrouding my senses. ‘I don’t know how to ride a bike.’

I was expecting her to laugh. ‘So?’ she said.

‘So, I have recreation studies and we’re mountain biking.’

She stared at the floor for a while in peaceful contemplation, swinging her legs a little and thinking deeply. Then her expression lightened. ‘I have an idea.’

‘Will it teach me to ride a bike?’

‘Duh.’ She slipped off the bed and turned to look at me. ‘Just fake sick for the rest of this lesson. Do you have rec tomorrow or Monday?’ When I shook my head, she nodded once looking relieved. ‘Good – I’ve got stuff on ’til then. Meet me at the tennis courts on Monday night at about six thirty, alright?’

I pressed my lips. ‘Should I be scared?’

She grinned and winked, her face so brilliantly radiant it made my stomach flop in place. ‘Only a little,’ she said.





Girl Crushes

I couldn’t seem to think of much else for the rest of that week. All through my lessons I kept picturing Alex Calvin’s face. She shouldn’t have been so hard to not think about, I told myself in frustration. But every time I scribbled out an equation, or copied out a line of Shakespeare that I didn’t understand, my thoughts floated right out the window, right to where I could see her slender frame in the doorway, her hazel eyes deep in thought as they watched me intently. Each time I had to pull myself back to the present moment forcefully, and each time I clenched my fist against my workbook in increasing vexation. I didn’t like the way I couldn’t stop thinking about her. I didn’t like the fluttering in my chest when I did. It made me feel vulnerable and out of control, and I’d had enough of that to last a lifetime already.

Deep, deep down in my chest, I had nagging suspicions that I was experiencing the same feelings towards Alex that Nell was towards James, but I refused to accept it as a lasting thing. They probably weren’t even genuine, I told myself firmly. My brain was probably just trying to unscramble the mess of emotions which had become my head. And if they were sincere, I knew that given time they would fade, and I’d be able to move my focus to other aspects of my existence, ones that could really do with a little more attention. Besides, I already had a potential relationship brewing with Harvey. I didn’t have the energy to worry about a simple and inconsequential infatuation as well.

That weekend was the weekend that I started to mentally map out the development of Harvey’s and my relationship, to reassure myself that whatever this thing was with Alex wasn’t permanent. Eventually, I knew, I’d become used to Harvey’s flirtatious endeavours. I’d gradually warm to him and really notice how boyish and cute he was, then I’d start to feel shy around him like my friends felt around their crushes, then maybe he’d ask me out on a date, if dating was even a possibility at boarding school. Then we’d start going out and eventually fall in love and marry and have kids.

Just to be on the safe side though, I cornered Lori in the recreation room over the weekend to ask her opinion. It felt strange to feel dependent on a girlfriend for moral support, but it was comforting nevertheless.

Lori was sitting on one of the couches, so deeply absorbed in the novel she was reading that she didn’t notice my presence until I sat down beside her. She looked up from her book and smiled. ‘Hello!’

‘Hi.’ I frowned at my hands as I clenched them together in my lap uncomfortably.

She rested the novel against her knees and twisted her body around to face me curiously. ‘What’s wrong?’

I shrugged, then glanced around quickly to make sure nobody else could hear us. There were a few senior boys playing a game of pool in the corner, but they didn’t seem to even notice us sitting there. The rest of the room was vacant, most students busy in the library or study rooms poring over textbooks. My forehead furrowed a little as I glanced at Lori quickly before averting my eyes again. ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ I said slowly, choosing my words carefully. ‘I was just…I mean – I wanted to talk to you about something.’

‘Fire away.’

‘Okay…’ I hesitated. ‘Well, you know how you like Gideon…?’

‘Yeah?’

I rubbed my hands against my skirt, my palms all clammy again. ‘Did you ever, you know, get those sorts of feelings – only fleetingly – for…well, a girl?’

She frowned in some confusion. ‘You mean like a girl crush?’

My expression brightened a little. ‘Yeah.’

Lori hesitated for a moment in thought, then nodded. ‘Actually, yes,’ she said, looking surprised at the sudden relaxation of my tense shoulders. ‘When I first came to St Peter’s, in grade eight, I sort of had a crush on one of the seniors, Kimberly Blake. I just totally idolised her – I used to follow her ’round and spy on her.’ She smiled in amusement at the thought. ‘You know, like I would watch her when she walked between classes, and when she was playing sports at lunchtime – one time I even sat outside the kitchens peering at her through the windows while she was cooking in home ec. Dunno what the meal was. I just thought she looked really pretty with her glasses on. It would probably creep her out a bit if she knew, but it was only harmless adoration. Why?’

I shrugged. ‘No reason, just wondering.’

‘Do you like a girl?’ I was sure she didn’t mean for it to sound rude, but her voice was startled, for all it was quiet. ‘I mean, that’d be fine,’ she said, trying hurriedly to recover her somewhat cynical outburst. ‘It’s just…well, you know…’

I quickly decided from her response that if Lori, the most generous and accepting girl in our grade, found the concept of me liking a girl so shocking, then it was within my best interests to keep this to myself, at least until it had passed. So I shook my head and laughed as though the idea was hilarious, thankful for my exceptional skills of deceit. ‘No, I was just curious. I’ve heard about girl crushes and I’ve just never asked anyone about it.’

‘Oh.’ Lori smiled, her face relaxing. ‘Well, in my experience the feelings are only superficial and fade pretty quickly. You’ll have to tell me if you start crushing on any of the twelfth graders or teachers,’ she added, lowering her voice and grinning. ‘That way I won’t be the only one… Actually, I know I’m not already. Shimona once told me she had a girl crush on one of her primary teachers when she was in grade six. But don’t tell her I told you that. She didn’t want anyone knowing in case they – you know – started calling her a lesbian or something.’

I shook my head, carefully keeping my face composed though anxiety was starting to creep into my stomach. Lori spoke of these “girl crushes” as something which happened when you were young, something which sexual maturity played no part in. I shook my head again once for myself, denying firmly that there was anything significant to my captivation with Alex Calvin. The feelings were superficial and would fade, as Lori had said – and that meant I didn’t need to stress over them.

‘So how’s your thing with Harvey been going?’

Lori’s question brought me back to the rec room with a jolt, but I answered willingly, eager to turn the conversation back to a more normal topic. ‘Um…good, I suppose.’ I worked a little more enthusiasm into my voice. ‘He’s a nice guy.’

‘Just nice?’

‘I mean, no, he’s…you know, much more than nice.’ I felt my face warm, feeling guilty at the thought of leading Lori on like this, but also kind of jittery – as though thinking about Harvey was actually making me nervous. A sudden ray of hope flared inside my chest. Perhaps I really was into him, I thought, excitement filling me with newfound energy. Perhaps the rockets and fireworks metaphor was just a load of farce – maybe romance was nothing but a special kind of friendship, which was a very plausible goal for my future with Harvey Baxter. Just to confirm my musings, I pictured him briefly in my head – and smiled surreptitiously when my stomach fluttered in response.

‘He does like you, doesn’t he?’

‘I think so.’

‘What if he asks you out?’

‘I don’t know. I’m trying not to worry about that just yet.’

Lori grinned. ‘Well, get ready to start soon. He’s definitely going to ask you out one of these days. I have a supersonic radar for these kinds of things. I knew James liked Nell months before Nell found out, probably even before James realised it himself.’

I smiled. ‘Can I just leave it to you then? You can plan out my love life and save me the trouble.’

She laughed, drumming her fingers together in mock malevolence. ‘Where’s the fun in that? This way I get to watch you make all your own mistakes.’

I raised one eyebrow. ‘Fine. Then I get to watch you make all your own mistakes with Gideon.’

‘What? Gideon? I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘You’re the worst liar in the world.’

She grinned. ‘Yeah, I know.’ Then she sighed dramatically. ‘We’ve liked each other pretty much since grade eight, ever since we met in science and he spilt a tin of bicarbonate soda down my front. It was hilarious – he went bright red and started stuttering apologies and the teacher made me stand in the safety shower in case it was contaminated.’

‘I wish I’d been there to see.’

‘But I don’t know if we’ll actually start dating. It’s been two years and he still hasn’t asked me out.’

‘Well,’ I shrugged, ‘what does your radar say?’

She hesitated, and then her face lit up with a brilliant smile, her cheeks turning pink as she flapped a hand at me dismissively and casually changed the subject.





Ride of My Life

I’d worked myself into such a state worrying about everything that Lori and I had discussed, that by the time Monday came around I’d convinced myself I should stand Alex up. It wasn’t just that it was probably as prohibited as sitting outside at four o’clock in the morning; I was also inwardly hoping that if I just ignored Alex my feelings would eventually pass. So by six o’clock, I’d firmly decided not to meet her at the tennis courts, even if there was hope of me saving myself the humiliation of not knowing how to ride a bike. She’d understand if I didn’t show up. She’d presume I was just busy with homework.

But then the image of her face swam into view. I imagined the disappointment in her almond-shaped eyes, the tiny crease that would form between her brows if I didn’t show. Because somehow I knew that it would hurt her feelings, no matter how laidback and nonchalant she seemed to the outside world.

Maybe I was taking this all too seriously, I thought. Maybe all that was destined to happen between us was the development of a strong friendship. Perhaps the feelings I was feeling weren’t romantic in nature at all, and the connection that had formed between us was merely a friendly alliance. Forcing these thoughts to the forefront of my mind determinedly, I deemed it appropriate to accept her help on the bike-riding issue, and hurried up from the recreation room at twenty past six. I almost didn’t see Miss Wheaton until I nearly ran into her outside the dormitory. We both stepped back in alarm, and then she relaxed into a smile.

‘I was looking for you, Juli.’ She held a piece of folded paper out to me and I took it carefully, watching her. ‘It’s a list of times for all the night classes,’ she said. ‘I know you came to that one last week, but I thought this might help you schedule your timetable a little easier – you know, so you can choose which would be most beneficial to you. I’ve highlighted the maths and English ones.’ She pointed with a forefinger to the piece of paper. ‘They’re usually on Tuesdays and Thursdays; the other nights I reserve for my physics and chem students.’

I looked at the sheet and the neat cursive across it and smiled. ‘Thank you.’

She was quiet for a moment, then tilted her head. ‘How’s everything going? I heard you weren’t feeling too well last week.’

I shrugged. ‘I’m fine now. Must have just eaten too much at breakfast.’

She nodded. ‘Well, let me know if there’s anything I can help with.’

I nodded, smiled again in thanks for the paper, and bypassed her into the dormitory. I grabbed some jeans and a grey cotton T-shirt to change into in the bathrooms. After draping my uniform over one arm and exiting the cubicle, I found myself subconsciously lingering in front of the mirror. As my awareness briefly slipped out of focus, my hands involuntarily dropped my uniform on the bench before splashing my face with water and drying it on my pants. Then they smoothed my hair back, tightened my ponytail and wiped my eyes clean of crust. My neck twisted as my eyes scrutinised my appearance, appraising my chest. My upper arms thrust forward to adjust my breasts in my bra so they sat softly and evenly, subtle yet noticeable under the slim confines of the T-shirt. Then my eyes narrowed with aggravation as my brain suddenly caught up with what I was doing.

I turned and hurried out, my mouth getting tighter and tighter as I headed down the stairs and outside, my emotions balling into a tight sphere in my chest and sitting there uncomfortably. By the time I reached the edge of the football oval, my face was all but impassive and my hands were tucked in my jean pockets guardedly. I barely even felt the twist in my stomach as I saw Alex standing leaning against the corner of the tennis courts.

The sun was almost set and the only light left in the sky was that of dusky twilight. I headed towards her, not meaning to look unfriendly and cold but most definitely coming off that way. Alex pushed herself off the fence and motioned her head to my right, matching my disinterested expression almost daringly. ‘This way,’ she said.

I took a last glance at the few senior boys still throwing a football around on the oval before following. We kept mostly to the shadows as we ducked around the outside of the tennis court, through the garden beds and down a gentle incline to where a long, abandoned cricket pitch was completely hidden from view by the trees. The grass had grown up to knee height, and there was a mountain bike resting on its stand at the end nearest us.

Alex smiled at me cunningly through the dim light, waving a hand in front of her face as though wafting away a mosquito. ‘It’s perfectly secluded so nobody will see you bungle it the first few times.’

I couldn’t help but smile a little, strolling towards the bike uncertainly. ‘I presume this has been nicked from somewhere?’

‘Of course.’ She held a black helmet out to me. ‘I grabbed this as well, but the grass is so thick now you probably don’t need it anyway. Just don’t crack your head open and die on me.’

I shook my head to refuse the helmet, and then after taking a deep breath, I slowly mounted the bike and kicked back the stand, balancing between my two feet and nestling into the seat. It was less comfortable, but not all that unlike a motorbike, which I’d driven at my cousin’s property a few times. I bounced up and down a little in the seat, feeling the rubber tyres flex. Alex stood back and watched in silence as I gradually started to roll myself forward with my feet. Noticing my fingers twisting around the handlebars uneasily, she moved towards me and held out her hands.

‘Do you want me to hold it steady?’

I felt uncontrollable heat rise up my neck as she moved up against me and gripped the handlebar closest to her, her breasts brushing against my arm and her thumb across the small of my back as she positioned her other hand at the back of the saddle. I averted my gaze, ultra-aware of the warmth in my face and certain it would be visible by then. She would have been blind not to notice, but the warm breath that touched my neck as she next spoke told me very clearly that it wasn’t something she minded.

‘I’ve got you,’ she said quietly. ‘I won’t let you fall, I promise.’

Distracted by the warmth radiating from her upper body and the tangy smell of perfume lingering around her neck, it took me a few seconds to collect myself before I was able to force my legs into action. I jerked the pedals around unevenly as Alex held the bike as steady as possible. But my weight proved too much for her, and when I tipped towards her suddenly we both fell towards the ground laughing. I disengaged myself from her legs and righted the bike quickly before pulling her up with my free arm and apologising amidst nervous chuckles.

‘I should be the one apologising,’ she said, grinning in the dim light. ‘I said I wouldn’t let you fall. Come on, I’ll be more careful this time.’

The tension suddenly dissolved as our eyes met and we smiled at each other. I clambered back onto the bike and she reclaimed her position beside me without hesitation. After twenty minutes of practicing – both with and without assistance – and the accumulation of several impressive bruises, I was finally able to ride up and down the stretch with minimal fuss. I braked in front of Alex, blood pumping through my veins with the exercise and a happy flush touching my cheeks in the dusky light. It wasn’t the same, but it was as close to home as I’d been since arriving at St Peter’s, surrounded by grass and shrubbery with the sky open above us. More importantly, the flushed figure beside me, beaming after having run several laps alongside me, was stirring more endorphins in my blood than I thought my body contained.

I could just distinguish Alex’s features as we looked at each other through the darkness.

‘You can officially ride a bike now,’ she said, grinning breathlessly and resting her hands on her hips.

I nodded, regarding her in silence as I slipped off the bike onto the flattened grass and took a few unsteady breaths, the worries I’d been entertaining over the weekend suddenly seeming ridiculous. ‘Thanks.’

‘You did all the work.’ She cleared her throat and shrugged one shoulder lightly. ‘Do you have somewhere you need to be? Or do you want to – I dunno – hang out for a bit? You know, down here. With me.’ She gestured to herself with one hand, grinning awkwardly.

I nodded. ‘That’d be cool.’

She trailed away from me, sitting down on the edge of the hill and leaning back into the incline, and I followed and seated myself beside her, carefully lowering myself backwards into the grass. She took a deep breath as we both settled into stillness. ‘It’s beautiful, huh?’ she said. ‘I bet you can see thousands more stars out in the country though. I mean, Gympie’s only semi-rural and the stars are ten times more visible than here. I can’t imagine what it would look like where you live, right out there in the outback.’

‘Pretty spectacular.’

‘Do you ever go stargazing?’

‘Not really. My dad used to own a telescope, but he got rid of it years ago.’

‘I sometimes sit out in the backyard and look at the stars at night.’ Her tone turned wistful as she gazed skywards and rested her hands in the grass behind her head. I felt her fine hair brush sideways and tickle my cheek. ‘I’ve never studied it intensely or anything, but I do know the names of a few constellations.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah.’ She stretched one hand up and pointed to an indistinguishable portion of the deep blue sky above us. ‘That’s the archer – those three bright stars make up his collarbone, and then that pale semi-circle is his bow. He’s standing with his arrow pulled back, but his legs are at kind of odd angles. My Pops used to say it was because he was bow-legged – get it?’ She elbowed me gently in the ribs. ‘Bow-legged?’

I grinned. ‘Funny.’

‘Anyway…’ She laughed and settled back into her previous position. ‘What’s your family like? Any brothers or sisters?’

‘Nope, just me and Mum.’

‘Grandparents?’

‘All dead.’

‘Aunts or uncles?’

‘Mum has a sister, but they’re kind of estranged.’

‘I’m not being too nosy, am I?’

I frowned a little and cleared my throat to respond, unused to feeling so comfortable around someone and so used to trying to hide that for a split second I actually wondered if I was being a little bit too open. But then I took a deep breath and shook my head. I didn’t mind confiding these things to Alex. In fact, if I was being totally honest, there was a large part of me that actually wanted to.

‘Does your Mum work on the farm?’

I glanced sideways at her as her question interrupted my reverie. ‘No, she works at a small café in town, nine till five every day except weekends. Dad used to be the one to look after the property, and then it just sort of fell to me after he left. I mean, Mum is in charge of the finances and everything, but I do the brunt of the physical work. I don’t know what’ll happen now I’m at school. Mum will probably sell the cattle.’

‘Wouldn’t she discuss it with you first?’

‘In a perfect world maybe. We’ve never been especially close, and my mum’s kind of…well, different.’

‘That’s sort of like me and my mum.’ I turned my head to look at her but she was gazing up at the sky. She didn’t sound sad though, just thoughtful. ‘She does her best with me and my brother, but I don’t think she was ever destined to be a brilliant parent.’

‘Why?’

She hesitated, then looked sideways at me suddenly. ‘I’ve never told anyone this.’

‘I won’t share.’

‘Well…’ she took a deep breath, ‘Mum’s kind of – I don’t know, it’s hard to explain. It’s just sometimes, the way she acts almost makes me think like having children and being a mother was never what she wanted to do – you know, like do with her life. Not that she doesn’t love my brother and I to bits and pieces of course, but…I don’t know, there’s just something in the way she handles family life that suggests she had a different dream, you know? There’s something in her eyes that says she’s not where she intended to be.’

‘They say eyes are windows to the soul.’

‘I’m fairly sure your hands say a lot more about you than your eyes.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘Your hands? What, like how many fingers you’re born with equals the number of children you’ll have?’

‘I meant your palm-lines.’ She rolled her eyes and held one hand up above us, stroking a finger down the centre of her palm. ‘My grandmother used to read my brother’s and my palms when we were little. She wasn’t a professional or anything, it was more of a party trick, but I’ve been surprised more than once at the accuracy of some of the things she said.’

I held up my hand beside her, palm towards us. ‘Seriously?’

‘Yeah.’ She very carefully took hold of my hand, her warm fingers enveloping mine and raising goose bumps down my forearm. ‘This is your life line,’ she said, gently tracing her finger around the crease circling my thumb. ‘Apparently you’ve got a long one ahead of you. This,’ moving on, ‘is your heart line, if I remember correctly. Apparently my heart’s not the healthiest, but yours seems strong. This one in the middle is the head line. I was never quite sure whether it represents intelligence or mental stability.’

‘I don’t have much of either these days.’

She smiled. ‘This one I think is the line of marriage, or the line of love or something. If what Grandma said is true, one line means you’ll find love, and two lines means you’ll find love and marry as well. I don’t know if that part is really accurate though, because Grandma only has one line and she’s been married for fifty years.’

‘Maybe their marriage was never legalised or something.’ I narrowed my eyes in the darkness and reached out my spare hand to catch Alex’s in mine, peering at it as I raised my head off the ground. ‘What do you have?’

‘One.’

‘What about me?’

‘One as well.’ She was quiet for a moment, and then she traced the line right down the centre of my palm. ‘You have a health line, but it’s cut short at the bottom end, so you’ll either die young or encounter serious health issues.’

‘Gee, thanks.’

She grinned through the darkness. ‘This one’s your fate line. I can’t see whether yours is straight or broken up – it’s too dark now – but a split in the middle signifies a major change within your lifetime. Or a midlife crisis. I can’t remember which.’

‘So…I’m never going to get married, I’m either going to die young or have serious health issues, and I’m due for a midlife crisis. Is that right?’

‘You’ll have a long life though, so you can spread the misfortunes out a bit.’

‘Well, that makes me feel a bit better.’

‘Some also believe that if the creases in your knuckles add up to an odd number, you’ll be grievously injured before the age of thirty.’

I smiled and narrowed my eyes. ‘You just made that up.’

Alex grinned and curled her fingers around my hand, holding it firmly and making me shiver as she lowered it back down to the soft grass between us. I closed my eyes and focused on the warmth of her skin against mine for a long moment, until finally she spoke again, her tone reluctant. ‘We’d probably better get back to the dorms before they miss us.’

‘Tell me something first.’

‘What?’

I shrugged, just wanting to hear the sound of her voice again. ‘Anything.’

‘Okay…’ She didn’t sound in the least surprised by my request. ‘Um… Oh, okay, I’ve got a good one. It’s top-secret though, so if you spill to my parents I’ll throttle you. I was a bit of a badass in my early teenage years, and once when I was twelve, I stole one of my Dad’s cigarettes off the back porch and lit up behind the chicken coop.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘That’s not badass.’

‘You’ve done worse?’

‘My friend from school found a joint in his mother’s handbag and we got high one day at lunchtime.’

Alex laughed. ‘Holy crap. Did your teacher find out?’

‘Nope. We blamed our behaviour on “accidentally” inhaling the boys’ deodorants as we walked past. The principal confiscated all aerosol cans after that.’

‘What about the joint?’

I shrugged. ‘Buried it behind the sports shed for next time.’

‘Damn, you were a badass.’ Her laughter gradually trailed off before she squeezed my hand gently with her own and took a deep breath. ‘Okay, we really had better get back this time.’

‘Yeah, I suppose.’ I sat up slowly and pulled her along with me, hesitating to gaze at her face through the dim light questioningly. At that moment I didn’t care if I liked her or not, or if it was temporary or not, or if it was wrong or not. All I cared about was the fact that being there beside her made me feel happier than I’d ever felt before in my life. ‘Can we do this again?’

She looked back at me and nodded with a warm smile. ‘Definitely.’





Catatonia

Things travelled relatively smoothly for the next week and a half. I continued to spend the majority of my spare time with Lori and Emma, both of whom willingly included me in their activities. We played pool and Foosball in the recreation room, swam in the fifty-metre lap pool, relaxed by the oval while watching the seniors play football, and lay on our beds in the dorm gossiping and laughing over trivial matters like homework and boys. Well, the boys weren’t trivial to Lori and Emma, not with Gideon and Emma’s new crush Virgil Thomas around. And Harvey Baxter was now playing a more than minor role in my life. I still wasn’t quite sure whether I was into him or not – some days I could barely contain my disgust at the thought of kissing him, others I would lie back on my bed and fantasise about what it would feel like to have him hold me and caress my hair and take care of me. In any case I was grateful for his friendship, as he was the only one of our small group of friends who took modern history and rec with me.

My classes gradually became easier to cope with as I fell into the swing of things and became familiar with the curriculum. I started to get to know my teachers a little more too, especially Miss Wheaton, who was pleased to see me turn up to the tuition classes after dinner. She spent the first half an hour of my first session tutoring a few senior chemistry and physics students while I sat with Mr Warner and listened to him drone on about Romeo and Juliet. Mr Warner and I were on agreeable terms now – ever since we’d settled our debts of apology and agreed to negotiate on future issues within the classroom – but he was still old and forgetful and difficult to tolerate at times. I didn’t listen to much of what he was saying about Shakespeare, and was grateful when Miss Wheaton interrupted us and asked if she could spend some time with me working on my maths.

Mr Warner nodded and ushered me away, scratching his stubbly chin thoughtfully. ‘Yes, yes, of course.’

Miss Wheaton smiled as we sat down opposite each other at one of the desks set up in the study room. ‘I’m glad you decided to come,’ she said.

I shrugged and admitted quietly that nobody actually knew I was there. I’d casually lied to Lori and Emma about wanting to do a bit of extra research in the library to catch up with the rest of my classes.

Miss Wheaton nodded and proceeded to help me through the maths homework I’d been set for the week. My lack of mathematical skill was embarrassing; I’d never put much effort into my schooling in Warrabeela. Thankfully, Miss Wheaton didn’t make a fuss over it, and calmly explained the concepts of the algebraic equations one by one, pausing every so often to allow me to digest.

The one person I didn’t see for the next two weeks was Alex. I looked for her in the grounds as Lori and Emma and I wandered around during lunchtime, and I kept my eyes peeled during mealtimes and in the afternoons, but somehow we didn’t cross paths again. Rationally, I knew it was best if she’d changed her mind and didn’t want to hang out anymore. Moving on and focusing my energy on my growing friendships with Lori, Emma and Harvey was the healthiest option. Seeking Alex out and allowing whatever connection had fused between us to grow… Well, all that could become of it would be to hurt everyone involved. Especially Harvey.

I thought with satisfaction that life was rolling along nicely. I was settling in, making progress, making friends. But then suddenly, the next Friday night, my carefully constructed skyscraper of existence came tumbling down with a crash.

Lori skipped up to me after classes, still in her uniform as I dumped mine in the laundry basket inside our dormitory, hoping it wasn’t my turn to carry it down to the washroom. I regarded her suspiciously as she came to a standstill. ‘Why are you smiling like that?’ I asked.

She grinned. ‘Guess what we’re doing tonight?’ Every Friday, the students and several of the teachers got together to do something a bit out of the ordinary. So far we’d had pizza and Cheaper by the Dozen in the rec room, Spotlight on the oval after dinner, and a chalk race around the school – in the dark with flashlights because the power had gone out. Lori didn’t give me a chance to guess what uncomfortable social event was due this week. ‘We’re having a karaoke evening,’ she said. ‘In the rec room. After dinner.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘No thank you.’

‘Come on, it’ll be fun! Emma and I will be there, and you don’t have to sing if you don’t want to. Oh my goodness, I just had a brilliant idea – you and Emma and I could do a triet together! You know, like a duet, but with three of us.’

I snickered.

‘It’s nothing fancy. They’re just setting up a mic and CD player in the corner of the rec room. But it’ll be fun, Juli! A good opportunity just to hang out and enjoy some free confectionary and bad singing. What do you say?’

Emma appeared on my other side and smiled. ‘Please?’

I sighed. ‘Fine. But I’m not singing.’

‘That’s okay, you can just watch.’

I was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and didn’t feel the need to wear anything more extravagant, despite watching Lori and Emma adorn decorative tops and leggings and titivate their faces with makeup. The most singing experience I’d had was one session with the school choir in Warrabeela when I was seven, and they’d kicked me out because I couldn’t stay in tune. I was certain my vocal skills hadn’t improved since then, and wasn’t game to put them to the test. But if Lori and Emma and I were just watching, the karaoke night might be kind of fun.

I wasn’t in the same frame of mind by the time seven o’clock came around. Harvey had talked to me non-stop during dinner about a movie he’d just downloaded on his iPad. By the time we were all making our way to the rec room, I was tired and irritable and my eyes were itching for sleep. I just wanted to go curl up in my bunk and perhaps read for a while one of the novels I’d borrowed from the library. Unfortunately though, Lori and Emma were both wired up and eager to go to the karaoke night, and despite my protests, they dragged me along.

‘It’ll be fun, Juli,’ Lori said, looping her arm through mine as I glared at her. ‘You’ll perk up once we’re there.’

I trudged along unwillingly.

Someone had fitted two cheap disco lights to the ceiling with masking tape. They were revolving slowly and casting multi-coloured spots of light around the otherwise darkened recreation room. A microphone on its stand and a stereo with a boom box were situated in the corner; one of the older students was twiddling the knobs and testing the music out. Students were already starting to gather in the room, chattering excitedly. The flickering lights and the music and babble of voices were almost too much to take. I didn’t know how long I’d be able to handle it tonight before I needed to retreat to the dormitory.

The couches were all full already, so we were forced to stand behind them in a row alongside a few of the tenth-grade boys. I saw a brown head bob through the crowd towards us, and Harvey suddenly appeared in front of me, grinning in the multi-coloured fluctuating light. I gave him a half-hearted smile, hoping he didn’t have anything left to say about the film he’d watched.

‘Hi there.’ He raised his voice to be heard as another group of ten or so students, followed by a few teachers, entered through the door. ‘Are you singing tonight?’

I shook my head, tucking my hands in my pockets.

‘That’s a shame, I’m sure you’d sound good.’

I raised my eyebrows, looking sideways as Lori bent around me to speak to him.

‘We’re trying to convince her to sing with us.’ She motioned between her and Emma. ‘We could just sing a really well-known song, if you don’t listen to much music,’ she added to me, nodding eagerly.

I held up both hands, palms facing her. ‘I’m really fine.’

‘No, that’d be so cool,’ Harvey said excitedly, bumping his fist against my upper arm lightly. ‘Why don’t a big group of us go up and sing something? We could pick a really fun Disney song or something – aw, like that song off The Lion King! You know, the one where all the animals are standing on each other’s shoulders at the end? We could do it just the four of us, and Nell and James if they’re here.’ He looked around, arching his neck to see over the sea of heads surrounding us.

I set my jaw and frowned at him, starting to feel a little antsy with the pressure. ‘You guys can sing if you want. I’ll just watch.’

‘Come on, Juli,’ Harvey said, digging a finger in my rib in what would normally have been an affectionate jab. Tonight it was unbearable and I shrugged away from him, scowling as I crossed my arms over my chest and hunched my shoulders.

When Lori opened her mouth with what I thought would be another round of persuasion, I cut her off. ‘I need some space.’ I took a step back and turned away from them, shouldering my way through the rapidly accumulating students until I broke free into an unoccupied area at the back of the rec room. I made my way to the back wall, my arms still folded over my stomach defiantly, and sank back against it, crossing one ankle over the other.

I was expecting Lori and Emma to follow, but instead they thankfully just let me be. I took a few deep breaths by myself, relieved at the peace and quiet, half-closing my eyes and gazing at the patterned carpet in the dim light. I was just starting to relax when a figure appeared in front of me. I looked up, not even trying to contain my irritation as I identified Harvey’s shadowed face.

‘I thought you might like some company.’ His voice was quiet as he leant against the wall beside me, leaving far too small a gap between us. I could almost feel the hair on his arms tickling mine.

I resisted the temptation to snap at him that he’d thought wrong, and instead carefully adjusted my position, swapping my feet over and in doing so inching away from him a little. It was starting to get stuffy in the rec room, spacious though it was, with the increasing numbers of students who kept appearing. Everyone was talking loudly to be heard over one another, and the din and sultry atmosphere were only making me sweaty and more uncomfortable.

Harvey shrugged when I didn’t say anything, looking away from us towards the front of the rec room in a meditative way, the kind of way men in movies looked when they went to “comfort” a woman and ended up casually making a move. The thought heightened my discomfort, and I found my eyes searching for the door automatically.

‘I sometimes need to get away from things too, you know,’ he said.

‘Not as much as I do,’ I said, my voice tense.

‘Do you want to grab some fresh air?’

As much as I wanted fresh air, I didn’t want it with Harvey. But I couldn’t bring myself to hurt his feelings by saying I wanted some time to myself, so I simply declined.

‘Okay.’ He was quiet for a moment. ‘You don’t have to sing if you don’t want to.’

‘I wasn’t going to.’

He smiled in an attempt to lighten the mood. ‘That’s the stuff. I like a girl with spirit.’

It was clearly meant to be nothing more than casual jest, but his comment tipped me over the edge, and it was all I could do to keep from glaring at him. I subconsciously pushed away from the wall and started shoving through the crowd towards the door, knowing if I stayed there any longer I’d end up punching him in the face.

‘Juli, there you are,’ a familiar voice said. I barely registered it was Courtney before she had both arms linked through mine and was dragging me through the crowds towards the microphone. ‘We’re singing a class song, just the tenth-grade girls. It’s only a Disney song – Bare Necessities? We thought everyone would know that one. Just hum the parts you don’t.’

I tried to wrench my arm from her grasp, but she was both incredibly strong and I couldn’t pull free easily without hitting someone in the face. The students were filling the rec room so there was barely room to move. I tried to protest, but my mouth felt tight and immovable.

Courtney pulled me to where the girls were all gathering at the front of the rec room, laughing and shouting. I felt heat rise to my face and a loud thumping noise muffle the sound around me. I would have looked for the source of the noise if I wasn’t already aware that it originated from my own head. The clamour of the students and the music blaring from the stereo were just too overwhelming. I felt a bubble of unrestrained anger flare inside me, and before I could stop it, it spilled over.

‘Come on…’

I jerked my arm from Courtney’s hands with such force I nearly clipped her on the jaw. ‘I don’t want to fucking sing!’ I thought I’d barely been heard over the cacophony of voices and music, but the girls nearest us all looked over in surprise, their eyes wide and flickering with reflections from the disco lights.

I turned and pushed towards the door, elbowing people out of my way and ignoring their yelps of pain. I pushed past the last few students meandering inside and turned to the right, stalking up the path and entering the dormitory complex. If anyone called after me, I didn’t hear them. The drumming in my head was so loud it drowned out even my own footsteps and tense breathing. I stormed up the stairs, anger and anxiety and everything else consuming my entire body until I couldn’t tell what I was feeling. I nearly knocked over two girls coming down to the party as I passed them. Once on the second floor, I stalked to the bathroom and slammed the door closed behind me so forcefully the doors of the cubicles trembled. I didn’t cry. I just fumed internally until it became so overpowering I stood in front of the sink and hurled my fist at the mirror.

It splinted into a star of broken glass, slicing my fingers as I recoiled in astonishment. I stared at the broken mirror, barely aware of the blood dripping over my knuckles and into the sink, my eyes wide and the frenzy inside of me suddenly plummeting into shock.

‘Shit,’ I said.

I gaped at the broken glass, stunned that I’d actually broken it. I felt my whole body go cold and numb as sweat broke out on my forehead. I stepped back shakily, my right hand trembling and splattering blood over the tiles. I pulled it against my chest and moved towards the door, my eyes fixed to the broken mirror as though it might suddenly explode. When I reached the door, I groped for the knob and turned it, backing outside and closing it again with a sharp snap. My chest felt hollow as I turned around, not knowing what to do. I couldn’t tell anyone, though a small voice in the far reaches of my mind whispered nastily that they were going to find out eventually. Oh my God, what have I done? I thought, my stomach knotting tightly. I didn’t know what else to do, so I strode to the end of the hall to the broom cupboard and shut myself inside before anyone could see me.

I cradled my hand against my chest as I backed through the darkness, kicking a bucket over. It clattered loudly, making me jump, and I sought out the back of the cupboard and sank to the floor. They’d find me eventually, but at least here I had some space to collect myself.

I tried not to imagine how angry the staff would be when they realised what I’d done. And it would most definitely freak my friends out. If I had enough power to punch through a freaking mirror, I had enough power to break a few noses when I got in a temper. And my mother… Despite every effort not to contemplate how my mother would react, I couldn’t help but picture her face when she found out. If she didn’t drive here herself to scream at me, she would at least be lecturing me for a good hour over the phone. I could visualise her already stalking up and down the driveway as she yelled at me through her mobile.

My awareness very slowly started shifting back into focus. I realised suddenly that I was shaking, not so much that the inside of the cupboard wobbled, but enough that I couldn’t hold my hands steady. The back of my T-shirt was soaked with sweat, and the front was now streaked with blood. My face felt pinched and my eyes were aching, but my cheeks were free from tears.

I wondered how long I would have to sit here before someone found me. It was stifling inside the cupboard, and my neck was hot and clammy. Maybe they weren’t even looking for me, I thought bitterly. Maybe they’d all given me up for lost, unwilling to find me and have to deal with me. It was no wonder Mum had to pack me off to boarding school; my behaviour was beyond even my control, let alone anyone else’s.

I had barely a minute to contemplate this before footsteps were suddenly pounding down the corridor, and a voice was yelling for Mrs Carroll, the eleventh-grade girls’ form teacher.

‘Mrs Carroll? Mrs Carrol! Help! Can someone come help? Is someone there?’

There were hurrying footsteps. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘There’s blood in the bathroom – the mirror’s cracked – there’s glass in the sink and blood all over – all over the tiles—’

More footsteps, then: ‘Can you go fetch another staff member for me? Quickly.’

Running footsteps disappearing down the stairs, then moments later, more running back up. I couldn’t bring myself to move. I was frozen in position, hunched over my hands as I clutched them to my chest. It felt like I had gone into shock.

‘What’s going on? Bridget said something about blood in the bathroom…’ A familiar voice, my brain registered.

‘About a dozen spots on the floor, and more in the sink. Not critical, but someone’s injured. The mirror’s in pieces.’

‘The mirror?’

‘Have a look.’

Footsteps, a door opening and closing again with a snap. My body had stopped trembling by then, having entered some sort of catatonic state. It was as though it had maintained its state of hypervigilance for so long that suddenly its physical and emotional resources ran dry. I clenched my teeth hard enough that my jaw started to ache. Pretty soon, they were going to find me, I thought, and there was no way they’d keep me in St Peter’s after this. Running away had been enough for expulsion, and they’d let it slip on account of emotional distress. Vandalising property was ten times worse – and I didn’t have an excuse this time.





Full Moon

There were more hurried footsteps, and then another set ascending the stairs.

‘Is everything alright up here? Bridget ran out of the rec room looking panicked. Are you alright, Jen? You look pale.’

‘Situation in the bathroom.’

‘What? Vomiting?’

‘No, no. There’s a cracked mirror and blood on the floor.’

The new voice tightened. ‘Is there a student in there?’

‘No, it’s empty.’ There was real fear in Miss Wheaton’s voice; part of me wanted to emerge and own up so she wasn’t feeling so anxious. But the other half was holding me desperately in place in the broom cupboard.

‘Well, just relax. It can’t be much more than a cut hand, can it? Someone’s obviously just hit it.’

‘There were a few shards of glass in the sink. What if she – what if…?’ A fist tightened around my heart. Nobody had ever sounded so worried about me. Miss Wheaton cleared her throat, sounding more composed when she next spoke. ‘No, I’m sure she’s fine.’

‘Is it who I think it is?’

Then suddenly Lori’s voice appeared along with several sets of hurried footsteps. My chest constricted with the thought of how crowded it was getting out there, and my heart started pounding in my chest. Perhaps I wasn’t quite as in shock as I’d previously thought. In any case, any thoughts of crawling out of the cupboard and admitting I was there were abruptly driven firmly from my mind.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Lori, is Julianne down there?’

‘No, I just came up to look for her.’

‘Yeah, we tried to get her to sing but then she yanked her arm from mine and stormed off.’ Courtney, sounding resentful, but even her voice was tinged with apprehension. ‘Is she up here? Why does everyone look so worried?’

‘Don’t worry, everything’s fine. You go back downstairs now girls. Please keep this quiet. No, not you Lori, you stay here.’ Reluctant footsteps dwindled slowly downstairs, and then the teacher spoke again. ‘Lori, can you go get the principal?’

‘The principal? Why? What’s happened? Is she okay?’ Lori was starting to sound frightened. ‘She looked really upset about the singing. She’s alright, isn’t she?’

‘Come on, I’ll go down with you,’ one of the staff suddenly said. ‘We’ll go fetch the principal, Jen. You and Mrs Carroll check all the rooms in the building. I’m sure she can’t have gotten far.’

‘She was halfway up a bloody fence last time.’ Miss Wheaton’s voice was low and angry, and I felt my whole body stiffen uncomfortably. Retreating footsteps sounded, doors opened and closed, and after a tense minute or so, a disconcerted voice from just outside the door to the cupboard broke out.

‘Miss Wheaton?’

Hurrying footsteps, and a sigh of relief mingled with trepidation, then a very gentle knock on the door. ‘Juli? Are you in there?’

My body stiffened, and my eyes locked on the floor as the doorknob turned and a crack of light appeared. I squinted my eyes closed and turned my head to the wall; it was blindingly bright outside the cupboard.

‘She’s here. Can you meet the others on their way over and let them know? I’ll look after her.’

‘Sure.’

The door inched open as more footsteps retreated down the corridor.

‘Juli?’ Miss Wheaton crept inside the now well-lit cupboard, pushing the bucket aside with her foot before kneeling on the dusty floor in front of me. ‘Are you alright?’

My face burned with humiliation as the reality of finding me hiding in the broom cupboard suddenly occurred to me. At least trying to escape over a fence had been somewhat dramatic. This was just embarrassing. Nevertheless, I nodded to assure her I was fine, averting my eyes from her face as they stung with shameful tears.

‘Will you come out and just down the hall to my office? There’s no one else there, I promise.’

I started pulling myself up, my teeth gritted behind tight lips. She gripped my forearm and helped me up, then ushered me gently out of the cupboard and down the corridor. I glared at the ground with mortification as I walked, until we reached her office and she lowered me onto the couch, kneeling on the floor beside me.

‘Can I see your hand?’ She picked up my right hand and held it up to the light so she could examine the wounds. ‘Did you cut it on the glass?’

I nodded.

‘Did you hurt yourself anywhere else?’

I shook my head and felt a pang of guilt as Miss Wheaton’s whole frame visibly relaxed. I was partly astounded and partly in denial that she could really have been that worried about me. Even my mother had never worried about me that much – not even when I fell out of the jacaranda tree at the end of the drive and knocked myself unconscious – let alone a teacher I’d only known for a few weeks.

‘These don’t look too deep. We’ll get the nurse to wash and dress them in a moment.’ Miss Wheaton returned to the drawer of her desk and found a square piece of gauze from a first aid kit, which she placed over my knuckles to stop the bleeding, although the flow of blood had ebbed from me clutching it to my chest in the cupboard. ‘This will do for now. Tell me if it hurts. There may be a few shards of glass left in there.’

At that moment the principal, dressed in a white button-down and a matching sky-blue jacket and pencil skirt, appeared in the doorway looking harried. Relief crossed her features as she saw me sitting on the couch, and she entered the room, followed closely by the nurse Mrs Donovan. I wasn’t so numb now, and shifted in discomfort as the room slowly filled with adults. Thankfully, none of the other students appeared. I couldn’t bring myself to apologise for what I’d done, so I just frowned at the floor while Miss Wheaton and the principal spoke in hushed tones. I probably could have made out what they were saying, but I either couldn’t be bothered or didn’t really want to. I jiggled one knee up and down agitatedly until, after what felt like several hours, Miss Wheaton knelt next to me again.

‘How are you feeling now?’ she asked, resting a hand on the arm of the couch.

I stared at her fingers as I shrugged. Other than the occasional throb in my right hand and a bit of a headache, there was nothing wrong with me physically. ‘Fine.’

‘We’ll take you down to the sickbay and you can stay there for the night with Mrs Donovan, okay? She’ll keep an eye on you and you can take some time out from the other students.’

I nodded, then before I could stop myself, my lips twitched into speech. ‘Am I going to be expelled?’

‘Don’t worry about that now.’ Miss Wheaton smiled kindly when I looked up and met her eyes. ‘We’ll contact your mother tonight and let her know what’s happened, then when you’re feeling a bit better tomorrow she and the principal and you can have a chat together about what’s going to happen from here, okay?’

I nodded, realising suddenly how much I’d actually come to like St Peter’s, and feeling a huge wrench of remorse at the thought that I might not be able to stay.

Mrs Donovan took me down to the sickbay and showed me to the small private room built into the larger infirmary with a single bed with white sheets and a doona folded at the end. She washed the cuts on my knuckles, placed a thin gauze over the top of them, and wrapped a bandage around my hand. Then she asked me where my pyjamas were in my room, and after I’d told her, she rang up to Miss Wheaton’s office and asked her to bring them down. I didn’t see Miss Wheaton arrive, but suddenly Mrs Donovan came in carrying a bundle of familiar fabric, and she left me to strip off my blood-stained T-shirt and jeans and pull my pyjamas on.

There was a small night-light in the corner of the room, so when Mrs Donovan told me to get some sleep and pulled the door to, a faint glow enveloped the room. It was comforting, just like it had been the first night I’d slept in the dorm. I kicked off the sheets and curled up on my side in a foetal position. I looked up at the clock on the wall and saw that it was already nine.

As if on cue, hundreds of muffled footsteps and chattering voices started making their way down the corridor outside and up the stairs of the girls’ dormitory complex. I held my fists under my chin and listened to them and tried not to think about what was going to happen to me. If I was expelled, I’d be forced to return to Warrabeela. Mum would be so mad she’d probably lock me in my room for the next four years. No doubt the cattle would already be on the market by now, so I’d be forced to get a job in town, because there was no way I was going to be allowed to return to the local high school in Warrabeela.

I wasn’t all that confident that they’d let me stay at St Peter’s, but if they did, I had to remind myself that the consequences would probably be more severe than staying was worth. I envisioned months of detentions, suspension from classes, no recreational activities or trips into the city on weekends, at the very least. Even worse, I imagined the kind of impact this would have on the friendships I had formed. Maybe they’d pretend to be understanding, but I could picture the uncertainty Lori and Emma would now feel when they were in my presence. Harvey would surely give me up as a hopeless case, and Alex…Alex would hear about what happened, no doubt, and when she did, all hope of any friendship with her would be obliterated. It shouldn’t have bothered me this much. I mean, I was perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I’d survived without friends for fourteen and a half years after all.

It surprised me though, how important these people had become to me in only a few short weeks. Maybe horses and the Australian outback and time to myself just wasn’t enough anymore. On the other hand, though, maybe the endless opportunities for camaraderie here were what had driven my mind to breaking point. Maybe it was for the best that I return home to Warrabeela. These conflicted and unsettling thoughts flickered through my mind until eventually I fell asleep.

A strange rustling roused me just a few hours later. I dragged my swollen eyes open, bright lights slowly fading and bringing my focus to the darkness around me. It took me a moment to remember I was in the sickbay. I struggled out of the white sheets twisted around my legs, starting and nearly crying out in shock as a dark silhouette suddenly loomed over me. A hand came down on my mouth and a whisper trailed to my ears, almost too quiet to make out.

‘Shh, it’s only me.’

I relaxed at the familiar voice, pulling myself to a sitting position beside my pillow as Alex crawled onto the mattress next to me, her long limbs seeming difficult to coordinate. She turned around and settled alongside me with crossed legs, the mattress sighing with the weight of us both. I raised my right hand, forgetting the bandages around my knuckles, to rub my eyes sleepily.

‘Keep quiet though. Donovan’s in the next room.’

I nodded, wiping my left hand down my face and pushing my hair off my forehead. I glanced across at her, waiting until my eyes came into full focus and I could make out her features in the dim glow of the night-light.

‘You afraid of the dark?’ She nodded her head towards the light.

I shook my head. ‘It was there before I got here.’

She paused, then tucked her hair behind one ear. ‘I was going to come see you after the party – you know, just to make sure you were alright. But Donovan was standing at the door and wouldn’t let me past.’

I smiled a little at the thought. It was stuffy in this little room, I realised, particularly with two bodies in it now. Alex seemingly had the same thought, because her eyes brightened in the dim glow as a small smile tugged one corner of her mouth up and she asked: ‘Do you want some fresh air?’

‘I think I’m in enough trouble already.’

‘We won’t be caught if we’re quiet. And I know a really good place we can go. Come on, just let me show you. We’ll come straight back if you don’t like it.’ She looked at me imploringly, clasping her hands together in front of her.

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously, but then reasoned with myself. How much more trouble could I really get in? Besides, I could be as quiet as a mouse when I wanted, and Alex was right in saying a little fresh air would do me good. I looked up at the clock, which said one-thirty-five. Surely nobody would be awake at this hour to hear us. ‘Fine, but I can’t be caught.’

She climbed off the bed and I followed, slipping to the floor silently and ghosting after her. She led us out of the sickbay and up the stairs to the second floor, then rather than stopping there, she trailed up the next flight of stairs to where the twelfth-grade girls’ dormitories were. Several ajar doors lined the wall on our left, offering nothing but silent darkness beyond. Alex glanced over her shoulder to ensure I was following before making her way silently to the end of the corridor, her feet barely touching the carpet. I held my breath as we passed the open dorms.

Alex paused outside the door at the end of the hall, and I wondered vaguely whether she was leading us to another broom cupboard. If so, I had a mind to turn back to the sickbay. She turned the knob slowly and opened the door about a foot, squeezing inside and beckoning me in. I entered the darkness beyond and she closed the door behind us again. I could feel the heat from her body, and shivered as her arm brushed my neck unintentionally.

‘You can’t open the door more than that,’ she whispered, her breath close enough to tickle my face. ‘It creaks.’ Then she groped in the darkness and found my wrist, pulling me to the side. ‘Careful of the stairs.’ We ascended a steep and narrow flight of stairs before reaching a trap door over our heads. Alex must have been moving with a hand above her head to feel for it, because she pulled me to a hasty stop just before I hit it with the top of my head. She pushed it up and over as silently as she could. It fell open with a very soft thump and a ray of moonlight hit our faces, as well as a mouthful of dust. I smothered my mouth with my hand to muffle the coughs.

‘Yeah, sorry about that.’

There were piles of bags and empty suitcases covering nearly the whole room, with an aisle left cleared down the middle. Thankfully, it led straight to the ajar window set in the side of the gabled roof. I felt my stomach drop in anticipation, shaking me abruptly from the rundown state of worry I’d been harbouring… Surely she wouldn’t.

‘Come on.’ She ushered me forward and grinned.

We crept towards the window and she pushed it open, turning to smile at me before climbing out and disappearing down the side of the building. I followed without hesitation, finding Alex standing a metre below the window on a two by ten ledge, a flat portion of the building’s roof that seemed designed just for us. The ledge was bathed with moonlight and had an unobstructed view of the sky, which was cloudless and teeming with stars and a full moon. I took a deep breath of the cool, clear air and sat down on the rough surface beside Alex.

She sighed and crossed her legs underneath her, resting her back against the tiled wall below the window. ‘It’s easier to talk up here,’ she said, her voice a more natural volume. ‘Plus, this is the freshest air available in the whole of the city.’

I nodded in agreement, taking long, deep breaths of the night air.

‘And luckily there’s a possum that’s been sighted in the attic a few times, so if you ever make too much noise scampering across the floor, you can blame it on him.’

That brought a smile to my face, but I couldn’t quite make it reach my eyes.

Alex inhaled slowly before turning her head to look at me and softening her voice, her grey eyes solemn in the moon’s soft radiance. ‘Do you want to talk about what happened?’

I shrugged.

‘They’re not going to expel you, are they?’

‘Dunno.’ I paused, and then continued unreservedly. ‘When I asked Miss Wheaton last night, she just said: “Don’t worry about that now”.’

Alex took a deep breath and wrapped her arms around her bare legs. ‘I’m sure they won’t.’

‘Still, if she’d been confident that they wouldn’t, she would have said “no”, not “don’t worry about that now”.’ I sighed, shaking my head and frowning into the distance. ‘It’s my own fault. I should have gone and beaten up a pillow or something, instead of a freaking mirror.’

‘You don’t want to leave, do you?’

The furrows in my brow deepened. ‘No. I like it here…now.’ I shrugged one shoulder resignedly. ‘I mean, this is the first time I’ve had real friends, you know?’

‘What about your friends back home?’

‘Didn’t really have any. The only person close to a friend I had was the boy at school who I punched hard enough to knock out a tooth. I wasn’t really high on people’s lists of BFFs after that. Besides, I don’t think I could move back in with Mum now. She’s just…’ I shrugged, leaning my head back against the bricks and loosely interlacing my fingers around my shins.

Alex sidled a little closer to me so her upper arm was brushing against mine. ‘Just what?’ she asked, her tone low as she frowned a little and tucked her feet in.

I exhaled through my nose in defeat, shaking my head slowly. ‘I don’t know. It’s like…it’s like she doesn’t really live on this planet. She’s got a whole different world of her own, you know? And it’s so different to this world that neither of us can see what the other sees.’ I shrugged. ‘It gets pretty frustrating for us both. I even heard her contemplating with my dad once when I was little whether they should put me into foster care.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yeah. I think that was shortly after I scratched a rock around the bonnet of Mum’s car.’ I glanced up at the sky. ‘I was mad at her for something. Can’t remember what now.’

‘Do you reckon she’d still look after you if you had to go home now?’

I shrugged. ‘I honestly couldn’t say. She’s going to be so fucking mad if I’m expelled because of this.’ I laughed humourlessly. ‘If she doesn’t have a nervous breakdown or something, she’ll do something rash and end up in jail.’

‘What about your dad? Can’t you go stay with him?’

‘He lives in Melbourne now with his girlfriend.’ I pushed back my shoulders and frowned. ‘It doesn’t matter. I can always just find myself a job in Warrabeela. Most kids leave school at my age there anyway.’ A moment of silence passed between us and a cool breeze swept past, drying the back of my clammy neck.

Alex leaned back against the brick wall beside me and gazed skywards, seemingly deep in thought. ‘Hmm,’ she finally said.

I glanced sideways at her. ‘What?’

‘I was just thinking how nice it is to hear you say all that.’

‘What do you mean?’

She smiled and looked across at me, shrugging one shoulder lightly with her head to one side and her hazel eyes glinting in the moonlight. ‘I like that you trust me.’

My brows drew together and I looked away irritably. An objection to her statement lingered on my tongue for a brief moment before I realised that neither she nor I would fall for that one anymore. ‘Whatever,’ I said, my tone petulant.

She grinned and dug an elbow into my side, forcing a smile onto my face as I dodged sideways. Then she settled back into her previous position and pulled my hand away from my knee, resting it on her thigh and playing with my fingers inattentively. ‘Come on,’ she said, seemingly realising I’d reached my limits of emotional disclosure. ‘Choose a game.’

‘Nothing too rough. It’s a long fall to the ground from here.’

She smiled. ‘“Would you rather?” then.’

I focused on the warmth of her fingers around mine and felt my shoulders involuntarily relax. ‘Okay. Would you rather eat a cockroach or someone else’s snot?’

‘A cockroach, as long as it’s deep-fried… Would you rather be dunked in a barrel of pus or horse crap?’

‘I live in a barrel of horse crap.’

‘Alright, then—’

‘Nope, your turn’s over.’

‘That’s not fair, I wasn’t thinking straight.’

I smiled as I stared at her lap, upturning my hand against her leg and trying to catch her fingers as she ran them in circles around my palm. ‘Too bad. Would you rather fart in class or wet the bed?’

‘Depends how loud the fart was.’ We both laughed in a mixture of hilarity and disgust, and then suddenly she narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Alright, I’ve got a good one.’ Her tone was daring. ‘Would you rather kiss a boy or a girl?’

I carefully concealed my sudden tension behind a nonchalant shrug. ‘Depends what they’re like.’

‘They’re both insanely hot.’

I paused thoughtfully, picturing Harvey and Alex standing side by side before me, though I’d never considered Harvey as “insanely hot”. Hands down, I knew which one I would rather kiss, which one I would rather spend time with, which one I would rather start a relationship with. But I lied to Alex, because the truth was just too hard to face on top of everything that was already going on. ‘The boy.’

‘Really?’ She sounded surprised.

‘What about you?’

She shrugged casually, averting her eyes. ‘Probably the boy too.’

A brief silence followed before I asked the next question, giving her a choice between a gastric infection and chickenpox.

‘Chickenpox, definitely. I have a phobia of vomiting.’

We continued to play for a while – avoiding any further mention of boys, girls or kissing – until Alex suddenly held up her arm to check her wristwatch. She raised both eyebrows in surprise. ‘We’ve been up here for over an hour and a half.’

‘What’s the time?’

‘Just gone three.’

I sighed reluctantly. ‘I’d better get back to the sickbay before Mrs Donovan wakes up to check on me. Apparently she’s an early riser.’

Alex nodded and fell silent for a moment as she appraised my face, her shoulders slumping forward a little and her forehead creased. I turned to meet her eyes and frowned a little, unsure of what her expression held. Before I could enquire as to what was on her mind though, she sighed and looked away, leaning forward and rising from the ground slowly. She held out a hand and gripped mine to pull me up beside her, and then turned to the window. I didn’t speak again, only followed in silence as she led us back through the moonlit attic, down the stairs and back down to the second floor. She paused by the top of the staircase, clasping her hands over the end of the banister and looking at me as I prepared to head back to the sickbay.

I pressed my lips together, studying her face. ‘See you around?’

She nodded, smiling a little and turning towards the dormitories as I tiptoed down the stairs and slipped back in through the open door of the sickbay.





Tyranny’s Claim on My Fate

Originally the plan was that Mrs Bentley, the principal, and I would sit in her office and Mum would call through on Skype and video chat with us late Sunday morning. But unfortunately, my mother didn’t feel that glaring at me over Skype was enough, and instead announced that she was flying up at lunchtime instead. My heart sank when Mrs Bentley broke this news to me. Mum being mad enough to book a flight and come speak to the principal in person was not a good sign.

I sat in the front office for nearly half an hour at midday until a taxi pulled up outside the front entrance of the school. I sighed and pushed myself off my chair, clenching my jaw and heading down the hall to Mrs Bentley’s office before Mum could reach the office.

Mrs Bentley looked up from her desk when I knocked on her door and quietly pushed it open. ‘Hi Juli.’ She smiled kindly. ‘Is your mother here?’

I nodded. ‘Her taxi just pulled up.’

A minute or so later, the administration lady knocked and gestured my mother inside, nodding her head towards the principal before backing out and closing the door again behind her. Mum shook Mrs Bentley’s hand in silence before carefully lowering herself into a chair. I avoided my mother’s eyes, my expression stony as I mentally prepared myself for what was coming.

The anger radiating from Mum’s body was practically tangible as she turned to glare at me without hesitation. ‘You are so lucky I just signed a contract for those cattle, Julianne Page. You’ll be paying me back every cent of the cost to repair the mirror from your savings. And don’t even think about allowance for the rest of the year.’ She paused to suck in a sharp breath, the muscles in her jaw flexing tensely. ‘My God, Juli – I’m so mad at you right now. I’ll tell you what, if we were at home right now you’d be flogged so hard the fucking cattle would feel pain.’

I clenched my teeth and stared at the floor, my face impassive. Mrs Bentley glanced at me with some concern in her eyes and then interjected calmly.

‘Mrs Page, if I may…’

Mum’s face was pinched, her hands were trembling in her lap with suppressed rage, and she looked very much like Mrs Bentley may not, but she allowed the principal to speak without interruption.

‘We’ve been very concerned about the incident on Friday,’ the principal said. ‘I haven’t spoken to Juli alone yet, but from what I gather it all started with a misunderstanding at the karaoke night?’ Mrs Bentley eyed me questioningly, and I nodded stiffly without meeting her gaze. ‘If I may, it’s quite likely that unresolved stress is underlying the behavioural issues, stress that’s being caused by circumstances outside our awareness.’ Here she glanced at me again, one eyebrow raised. ‘Does that sound about right?’

I shrugged, avoiding her eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ Mum cut in. ‘I didn’t realise you were a trained medical professional.’

Mrs Bentley narrowed her eyes. ‘Obviously I’m in no way qualified to make any sort of medical claim, but after thirty years as a school principal, I’ve come to recognise the difference between bad behaviour and a troubled student. I think it would be wise of you both to allow Julianne to be seen by the school physician, for starters. Unless, of course, you’d prefer her to visit her local GP.’

‘She doesn’t have one.’

I barely heard this last statement from my mother. I was too busy watching Mrs Bentley, the lead weight in my stomach lightening suddenly and my eyes moistening a little with unexpected relief. ‘I’m not expelled?’

The principal shook her head, a gentle smile touching her face, though her eyes remained hard as she looked between me and my mother. ‘Not as of yet. I’m hoping we’ll be able to organise more support for you, before we start thinking about punishment.’

‘Don’t think you’re getting off scot-free though.’ Mum shot a quick glare at Mrs Bentley. ‘It was her choice to act like a fucking delinquent, nobody else’s. There’s no excusing her behaviour.’

‘I am not excusing her behaviour. And I will gratefully accept payment to repair the mirror in the bathroom. However, I’m not above acknowledging that Juli has barely been here for a month, and that a teen’s mind can be plagued with many a worry us mere parents and teachers couldn’t begin to imagine. I would much rather we focus our energy on helping Julianne to settle in and providing support than disciplining her.’

Mum fumed silently for a moment, glowering at first me then at the principal. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll issue my own punishment as I see fit. You can organise what you want.’

Mrs Bentley nodded her head and spread her hands on top of the desk, palms facing the ceiling. ‘I have no control over whatever consequences you see fit to administer as her parent. I can only speak on behalf of the school.’

I found a small smile tugging at the corners of my mouth, despite the threats underlying my mother’s heated tone. ‘So I really don’t have to leave?’

Mrs Bentley smiled as she turned to look at me. ‘Definitely not. I have heard from your teachers that up until now, you’ve been settling into your classes well and working hard. I would expect, however, that in staying at St Peter’s you make every effort to help yourself so that your behaviour is more acceptable to those around you.’

I nodded.

Mum frowned and interrupted impatiently. ‘So what sort of support are we looking at?’

‘I’m thinking we should speak with the school physician first. He’ll be able to assess Juli and determine if we can handle things from here on in with a little gentle counselling, or if something a little stronger might be warranted.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like a referral to a mental health professional.’ Mrs Bentley shrugged. ‘I’m not a doctor – I can’t say for sure how serious our approach to the situation needs to be. But I can assure you the school physician is very professional and will not do anything to compromise Juli’s health or wellbeing.’ Mrs Bentley glanced at me with a questioning gaze. ‘Does that sound alright with you, Juli?’

I nodded, my voice quieter than intended as I replied. ‘Sure.’

‘I’m going to ask you to see our school counsellor as well, perhaps once or twice a week for the next month, just to give you a little therapeutic support as you continue settling in. Even if you just chat to him about schoolwork or your friends, I think it would be worthwhile. Other than that, I do not wish to bring in any form of punishment. I’m sure you understand though that under normal circumstances we don’t tolerate behaviour like that, and if it does recur I may have to take further action.’

‘That’s what you said last time, and you’ve done bugger all to punish her this time ’round,’ Mum said. ‘Trust me, you’ve got to use a firm hand with her, otherwise she’ll keep on doing the same stupid things over and over.’

Mrs Bentley calmly ignored her claim. ‘Is there anything within that plan that you object to, Mrs Page?’

Mum folded her arms across her stomach sullenly, looking like she was about to argue and then deciding not to. ‘Of course not.’ Her tone was reluctant. ‘I’m her mother, aren’t I? If there’s something wrong with her I want it fixed.’

Mrs Bentley rotated her chair to face her computer. ‘I have the school counsellor’s timetable up in front of me. I’ll book you in for Monday afternoon, Juli, and then you and he can arrange suitable times from then. I’ll contact the school physician as soon as we’re done here as well. Now, Mrs Page, can I offer you accommodation here for the night?’

I almost laughed at the coolness with which that offer was made, but then the reality of my mother potentially staying at my school for the night sunk in. I prayed internally that she’d decline, and thankfully, the universe didn’t disappoint.

‘No, I’ll be catching a taxi to the airport and flying back tonight if I can. I have animals to take care of.’ Mum took a deep breath through her nostrils. ‘I’d like to talk to Juli alone before I leave though – if you don’t mind.’

I could see the hesitation cross Mrs Bentley’s eyes, but she couldn’t very well refuse. ‘I’ll show you to the office next door,’ she said, standing behind her desk. ‘Come let me know before you leave, Julianne.’

I nodded and followed my mother next door, waiting in silence as Mrs Bentley gave my mother a firm look before backing out and pulling the door to behind her. I was an inch taller than my mother, but with my hunched shoulders and bowed head, I felt no bigger than when I was eight as she turned to glower at me with her hands on her hips. I looked at the floor, bracing myself for the tirade to start, when suddenly my mum let out a strangled sound of frustration and slapped me across my left cheek.

My head jerked to the side and my eyes filled with tears as the impact left my skin prickling with pain. I bit the inside of my bottom lip to keep myself from crying out, and forced my hands into my pockets to prevent myself touching my face. My mother had smacked me before when I was younger, but never with quite so much hostility.

‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ Her voice hissed with spittle as she tried desperately not to let it carry to the next room. ‘I sent you to this school so you could learn to behave in a civil way for once, not so you could keep up with this felonious bullshit. For God’s sake, Juli, what the hell was going through your mind?’

I shrugged, staring at the floor and grinding my teeth so hard my jaw started to ache.

‘Well?’ Mum said. ‘Speak up. Tell me what happened. And get fucked with the smartass comments this time. Just tell me why you thought it was a good idea to break a fucking mirror.’

‘I don’t know, do I?’ I snapped. ‘We were doing karaoke, and there were just too many people, too much noise, the disco lights were flickering all different colours, then one of the girls tried to make me sing…’

‘On your own?’

‘No, in a group. But I didn’t want to, and…I don’t know. I just lost it.’

‘Oh, you lost it, did you?’ She sighed in frustrated and rubbed her face with both hands. ‘God, Juli, for once, could you just keep it together? I’m so fucking sick and tired of teachers calling me up like this. I’m going to leave now, and the next time the principal contacts me I hope it’s because you’ve won an award or you’ve fucking saved someone’s life.’

I scowled and turned my face away from her as tears involuntarily started gathering in my eyes.

She held an arm up and looked at her watch, a little of the anger sliding abruptly out of her expression. ‘There’s an evening flight back to Warrabeela and the one after that’s not until tomorrow morning. I’m going to go call a taxi out the front. I’m meeting someone about a contract for the cattle early tomorrow morning.’

I frowned. ‘You’re not selling the horses, are you?’

‘Not yet.’ Her voice was sharp and her eyes hard as she looked at me. ‘I’ll see you when the holidays come ’round. Any more shit before then and I’ll be booking you into the local dog kennel for the remainder of your school years.’ She didn’t say anything more by way of a goodbye, she just turned rigidly to the door and headed back out towards the front office.

I stood in silence for a moment, cupping my hand around my smarting cheek as tears ran silently down my face. Mum had never been this angry with me before. Sure, she’d always get pissed when I misbehaved back home, but she’d just yell at me for a bit and then she’d calm down and we’d be on civil terms again. I scrubbed my face clean of tears as I tried to push all thoughts of her from my mind. I pushed back my shoulders and hoped that my eyes weren’t too red as I knocked on Mrs Bentley’s door and let her know quietly that I was going to return to the dormitories. I kept my head bowed and partly hidden by the door so she wouldn’t become suspicious, and thanked her for her consideration before backing out, wrenching my bucket hat out of my pocket, and pulling it down over my forehead to hide my face.

Lori and Emma were both sitting tensely on the couch in the recreation room, and after the walk back from the office to clear my head, I felt calm enough to go and let them know briefly that I was staying on at St Peter’s. They looked up in surprise as I smiled at them grimly and met them at the door. Lori frowned as she scrutinised my face. Thankfully though, she didn’t mention the red eyes or the pinkness of my left cheek, and instead pulled me into a firm hug. I was a little too incoherent to really appreciate it, but she didn’t seem to mind.

‘See?’ She pulled back finally to regard me with a gentle expression. ‘I told you they wouldn’t expel you.’ She started dragging me to the couch, Emma keeping close to my other side. ‘Come on, take a seat.’ Lori pushed me back into the centre of the chair as she and Emma sat down either side of me. ‘Now tell us everything.’

I knew I didn’t have the energy to dwell on it for too long, so I gave them a very brief description of the conversation with Mrs Bentley and my mother, laying out the terms of my staying on at St Peter’s.

‘That doesn’t seem so bad,’ Emma said. ‘Only a meeting with the physician and a few counselling sessions. At least they haven’t banned you from weekend outings or given you detentions or anything.’

I nodded. On weekends, tenth graders and above were allowed to sign out of the school grounds and occupy themselves down the main street of the city, which was adjacent to the school. We weren’t allowed to venture anywhere else, and we had to be back on school grounds by five, but it was better than having to stay cooped up in the recreation room for two days.

I felt a wave of exhaustion suddenly wash over me. ‘I think I might go lie down for a bit,’ I said quietly.

Lori and Emma both nodded, looking understanding but happy that everything had worked out. I smiled tiredly and held up one hand in farewell before heading up to my room. It was comforting to know I had Lori and Emma for moral support; they’d completely negated all my fears Friday night that what I’d done would scare them away. I knew the incident with the mirror would have spread most of the way around the school by now, but knowing Lori and Emma still had my back somehow made the other students’ responses less significant.

Thankfully, when I reached the dormitory it was empty. I climbed up to my bunk in my clothes and flopped across my pillow, falling unconscious before I could give anything else second thoughts.





Weekend Plans

I slept all through lunch until Lori came up to the dormitory to wake me up. She shook my foot through the sheets looking confused, smiling when I raised my head and blinked at her groggily.

‘It’s one o’clock, Juli. If you sleep any more today you won’t get a wink tonight.’

I nodded blearily and sat up.

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Harvey tried to make conversation with me during dinner time but I was so out of it he soon gave up and focused his energy on his spaghetti Bolognese. Miss Wheaton caught up with me on the way back to the dorms and asked how I was doing, saying she’d spoken to the principal regarding what conclusions we’d reached. I told her I was fine, just a little drained after so much emotional turmoil, but I was glad that I was staying on at St Peter’s. She smiled and said she was glad I was too, before we parted ways and she went to supervise the recreation room for the evening. It was lights out as per usual on Sunday night, and thankfully I was allowed to sleep in the dorm again. The other girls in the room didn’t seem bothered by my presence; I thought to myself that I’d been stupid to worry that they’d have pegged me for a sociopath by now. Shimona even offered me an ear to talk to if I ever needed it. Despite Lori’s concerns, I fell to sleep as soon as the lights were turned off at nine, and slept right through till six thirty Monday morning, when Lori shook my foot once again to rouse me.

She climbed back down the ladder and pulled her sheets up over her pillow. ‘Time to get up, Juli.’

‘Another day in paradise,’ Courtney grumbled from the other side of the room.

I glanced over at her with her tousled dark hair and blue eyes puffy with sleep as I hesitated halfway down the ladder. After a moment’s consideration, I set my jaw and decided to apologise just in case I’d offended her by jerking away from her Friday night in the recreation room, and so as she passed, I grabbed her arm and pulled her aside, not ungently.

She looked at me with a mixture of confusion and irritation. ‘What?’

‘I’m sorry about Friday,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to be so abrupt.’

‘Whatever.’

I sighed, and didn’t make any more effort to speak to her after that. She continued on her way with Miranda trailing after her, and I turned back to my bunk with pressed lips.

Lori glanced at me as she pulled on her uniform, her expression sombre. ‘What was all that about?’

I shrugged. ‘Nothing serious.’ I busied myself with my uniform and pushed the exchange from my mind, knowing nothing would come of worrying about it. After bundling my uniform with my toiletries bag, I headed to the bathroom to get ready, smiling at Lori half-heartedly as I passed to assure her I really was fine.

Harvey joined me at breakfast without any indication that he’d heard about the mirror incident, though I was sure he would have. Either way, it was apparent nothing about his opinion of me had changed. He pushed his brown hair to the side and smiled as I sat down beside him with my cereal and juice. I smiled back, making an effort to be nice to him. After all, I’d been a little weird at dinner the night before, and I’d hidden out in the sickbay all Saturday. I owed it to him to at least be civil.

He trailed his spoon through his cereal in silence. Something was obviously on his mind, and though I knew I wouldn’t really want to hear about it, I made myself ask anyway. ‘Is everything alright?’ I took a mouthful of cereal and looked at him questioningly.

He seemed eager to confide in me, though he kept his forehead furrowed as though drawing it out intentionally. ‘Well, yeah, sort of…’

I waited, sipping my juice.

‘I – I was kind of wondering if maybe you’d like to, well, maybe next weekend or something…’ he hesitated. ‘You know, kind of go – well—’

‘Julianne, Harvey would like to ask you out some time,’ Roger interrupted from across the table, his tone frank and his eyes matter-of-fact behind his glasses. He’d obviously been listening to the conversation unashamedly.

A small smile of amusement lingered on my lips, thinking how clichéd and mundane it sounded to have Harvey asking me out on a date. It felt kind of like we were starring in some cheap American sitcom from the nineties. I watched Harvey glare at Roger for a half-second before he turned to me looking harried.

‘I completely understand if you don’t want to. I know you’ve been through a rough few weeks and such, and I know you’re still pretty new to the school and you’re still settling in and it’s probably—’

‘No, that’d be cool,’ I said.

His expression brightened. ‘Really?’

After what felt like a hundred days of sitting with him at mealtimes, spending time with him in the rec room, and wandering between classes together, I’d come to quite like Harvey Baxter. I enjoyed his company, and a part of me thought it might be fun to spend some time together outside of the school environment.

‘So, where would you like to go?’ Harvey asked, eating his cereal with vigour now. ‘I know a great little café down the main street that we could go to next Saturday morning, if that suits – I can’t go this weekend sorry, we have a volleyball comp on. It’s a cute little place, French I think, with a balcony outside with tables and chairs, and the chef gives you free scones if you stay until closing time…’

I nodded, my expression turning distracted as suddenly I spotted the tall redhead standing with her friends by the kitchen. Her shoulders were hunched as though she felt like she was standing out, and my own body tightened in automatic response. I hadn’t had the energy to think about Alex much over the last few days, but I was alert enough to recognise immediately that something was amiss. Alex was the most confident, outgoing, proud and self-assured girl I’d ever met; she never felt awkward or out-of-place, and if she did, she would never let on. Something definitely felt wrong about the situation. She turned as I was watching her furtively and met my eyes; then she looked away again hurriedly, but not so hurriedly that I didn’t catch the sadness in her expression before she averted her gaze.

‘The only other place I can think of is the Brown Cup, a little café on the corner of Myall Street. It’s not as fancy as the French one, but there’s a great selection of cakes and biscuits, and a little alcove inside that gives you great privacy…’

I turned my head to face Harvey, pulling myself back to the conversation. ‘No, that sounds good.’

He looked at me with confusion. ‘Which one, the French one? Or the green-roofed one with the gardens? Or the Brown Cup?’

I frowned. ‘Any of them.’

‘Okay,’ he said slowly. ‘Well, why don’t we go to the French one to begin with? Saturday after next?’

I nodded and forced a smile onto my face, saying: ‘Brilliant,’ before draining the last of my juice and stacking my cup in my empty bowl. I made to stand up and push back my chair, hoping to catch Alex before breakfast was over, but Lori suddenly caught my arm from the other side.

‘We’re all going to go down to the pool after classes. Do you want to come? You too of course, Harvey.’

I nodded, too preoccupied to fake another smile. ‘Sure.’ Then a memory surfaced in my brain, and I shook my head suddenly. ‘Oh, actually, no sorry, I can’t.’ I looked at her and lowered my voice so nobody but she and Emma would be able to hear. ‘Tonight’s my first appointment with the counsellor.’

‘Oh, okay,’ Lori said, a little disappointed but still smiling. ‘Well, you’ll come, won’t you Harvey? The other guys are coming too.’

‘Definitely.’ Then he looked at me and held his glass up, smiling, as I pulled away from the table carefully. ‘I’ll save you a seat down the back in English.’

I nodded without thinking, looking around the dining hall as I carried my empty pots back to the kitchen. But Alex had already left.

I’d seen Mr Samuels, the school counsellor, once at the beginning of the term, but that had been more of a casual meet-and-greet than actual therapy. I was unsure but hopeful as I packed my books away under my desk that afternoon, straightened my collar and headed down to the administration block at quarter past three. The counsellor’s office was down the corridor to the right.

I knocked on the door, knowing I was early and expecting to have to wait, but a light-hearted voice called ‘Come in’ almost immediately. I pushed the door open, glancing around the room and barely containing the familiar distaste that threatened to touch my expression. The room was small and furnished with a wooden desk and revolving chair, and two padded armchairs covered with woven throws and cushions. There was a coffee table between them sporting a box of tissues; several pamphlets on mental illness, teenage pregnancies, and sexual and physical abuse; and a leather-bound Bible. The walls were corn yellow and decorated with pictures of farm animals.

I looked at the man sitting in the desk chair as he swung to face me, and smiled when he shook my hand politely.

‘Hello again, Julianne.’

‘I’m a little early.’

‘No matter. We’ll get cracking anyway.’ He gestured to the armchairs. ‘Take your pick.’

I chose the one nearest the door, perching uncomfortably on the edge and scrutinizing Mr Samuels as he turned to his computer with his back to me and skimmed over some notes. He was round-faced and charismatic, maybe forty-odd, with a gentle smile and a kind of southern European look to his swarthy skin and dark hair. He spun back to face me slowly, having satisfied himself with whatever was on his computer screen. I glanced at it but couldn’t read it from where I sat.

Mr Samuels laced his hands in his lap and pushed himself from side to side in a relaxed manner. I gradually slid back in the armchair into a more comfortable position.

‘So, Juli. Mrs Bentley and Miss Wheaton explained what I think is the majority of what’s happened since you arrived at St Peter’s. It sounds like you’ve been on a bit of a rollercoaster, huh?’ He held the end of his biro to his lip and chewed on it thoughtfully for a moment. ‘We don’t have to go through it all again. I’m more interested in working with you from now on to help your day-to-day living travel a little more smoothly. Sound good?’

I nodded.

The session didn’t last longer than fifty or so minutes. In that time we managed to come up with a long list of things I already knew made me stressed: crowds, loud noises, too many tasks to accomplish, too much social interaction, claustrophobia, etc. Mr Samuels then taught me a basic relaxation sequence of tensing and releasing consecutive parts of my body, which he said could be used in any situation to calm me down if I felt overwhelmed. He also suggested a more thorough relaxation regime for bedtime, to allow myself to de-stress.

During the session, I continually had to force myself to relax and give up the information he was looking for. Not only had I made a promise to the principal to ‘help myself’ in return for being able to continue at St Peter’s, but the sooner Mrs Bentley was satisfied I’d been counselled sufficiently, the sooner the sessions could stop. I didn’t dislike Mr Samuels, but I could think of better things to do with my time.

‘Does all that sound good to you?’ He finally rested his elbows on his knees and linked his hands together, nodding when I gave the affirmative. ‘Well, we’ll meet again on Thursday after school at the same time, so you can let me know then how you’ve gone on with those relaxation techniques.’ He smiled kindly. ‘We’ll get everything sorted out over the next couple of weeks, don’t you worry. Everything can be handled with a little patience and determination.’

I nodded, smiled and thanked him for his time.

He held up a hand of farewell as I exited. ‘Don’t hesitate to come see me if you need to before then.’

I glanced over my shoulder as I headed back to the front office, watching his door close behind me. Despite feeling a little flustered and wired up, I had to admit that I felt much more composed after talking. I even smiled at the administration lady behind the desk as I headed back towards the dormitory, hoping that the others would still be at the pool and I’d have time to join them before dinner.





Two-Timer

I kept an eye out for her, but I didn’t see Alex again until Thursday. Lori and Emma demanded a full recount of what the counsellor had said Monday evening in the dormitory; not being particularly keen on reliving the whole conversation, I gave them a brief overview of what we’d discussed. Courtney had looked up briefly halfway through, one eyebrow raised and her lips pressed together in a smug expression. Apparently my compulsory counselling brought her a great deal of personal satisfaction.

Harvey seemed more at ease in my presence now that the beginnings of a relationship between us had been confirmed. He chattered happily during mealtimes, sitting next to me unashamedly, and I, not being particularly interested in anything he had to say, pretended to listen patiently and didn’t say anything to break the plans we had for the coming weekend.

I saw the school physician who deemed me emotionally unstable enough to warrant a low dose of anti-depressants, which Mrs Bentley picked up for me at the local pharmacy. Miss Wheaton agreed to keep the tablets in her office; I was fully capable of self-medicating, but the school’s policy regarding prescription medications were strict, and besides, it was easier to keep it out of sight than prompt questions from the other girls in my dormitory. I’d never been on medication before, and the initial side-effects hit me like a tonne of bricks for the first few days. Wednesday I was so physically exhausted I had to be excused from modern history in the middle of the day. I slept the rest of the afternoon off on the Dead Bed before wandering down to the rec room and sharing a bag of Liquorice All-Sorts with Lori and Emma. Lori commented on my pallor but other than that I featured very little in their conversation, reclining in the corner of the couch tiredly as they chatted. Thursday classes were uneventful. I was still washed out from the medication, and not fully capable of functioning throughout the day; my teachers patiently excused me from anything too strenuous and allowed me to work quietly at the back of the class. It wasn’t until the end of school that day that things started to pick up in excitement.

I tailed Lori and Emma back to the dorm to deposit our books and change into some casual wear. Lori questioned us both as to what we felt like doing. The day had been drizzly and cold but the sky had cleared in the last hour and the air outside was crisp and clean, begging to be inhaled in large breaths and enjoyed. I pulled on a jumper over my shirt and zipped it up, pulling my hair back into a tight ponytail and securing it with an elastic.

‘Why don’t we go out?’ I asked.

They seemed keen, and quickly pulled on suitable shoes. I stuffed my feet in my dog-eared black Converses and followed them back down the staircase. I’d been thinking about Alex all day, wondering where she’d disappeared to and why she’d looked so frustrated and forlorn the last time I’d seen her. I was well past the point of worrying that I cared for her. There was no use denying the concern that had been plaguing me since Monday, or the fear that I myself had done something wrong. I was eager to spend the next hour scouring the grounds for her, hoping to run into her and ask what the matter was. She hadn’t sought me out in days.

‘Where shall we go?’ Lori took a deep breath as we stepped out the glass doors and stretched her arms back.

I tried to think of the most likely place Alex would be. ‘Tennis courts?’

Emma shrugged. ‘Suits me. Maybe there’ll be some other girls to play a few rounds.’

So we headed down the path to the oval, the air cool but moist after the rainy day. I glanced around at the students wandering around with their arms full of textbooks or seated on benches together laughing and gossiping. A large group of seniors, both boys and girls, were playing soccer on the oval, clustered around the ball near the goalposts at one end of the field.

Lori rubbed her arms with her hands and looked up at the sky. ‘It’s actually a little chilly after all the rain.’ The afternoon was darker than it should have been for three thirty. The grass was still wet and heavy black clouds were hanging in the distance, threatening to bring more rain that night.

‘We’ll warm up when we play,’ I said, my voice distracted.

Emma looked across at me, frowning slightly. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Huh?’ I looked at her, nodding reassuringly. ‘Oh…yeah, of course. Just a little beat.’

I looked up at the tennis court as we approached, surveying the two girls rallying over the net. My heart skipped a beat at the sight of the familiar auburn head. She had her back to me, but from the looks of it was intensely into the round. We stalled by the open gate before entering and wandering towards Alex. I shoved my hands in my pockets and hung back a little, trying not to look too eager in my approach. She looked up though and met my eyes first, a crease forming between her brows. Her gaze tainted with annoyance upon seeing me. I frowned a little but didn’t confront her in front of the others. The most Alex and I’d had to do with each other to their knowledge was that first game of tennis. I had to admit though that I was itching to question her about the heated looks she kept throwing me as Lori asked if we could join them.

‘Sure. You two go over with Sarah, she needs all the help she can get.’

Sarah smiled sarcastically from across the net. ‘Funny.’

Lori and Emma retrieved three racquets from the shed and joined Sarah on the opposite side of the court, leaving me to twirl my racquet in my hand and hang back with Alex. She didn’t greet me or look at me; she only bent at the waist and pushed her weight from foot to foot briskly, waiting for Emma to serve.

‘So what’s got your knickers in a twist?’ I asked, my voice low enough not to carry.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

I narrowed my eyes at her back but didn’t have a chance to continue the conversation. Emma batted the ball towards us and we were forced to focus our energy on the game. The round went smoothly for the first thirty seconds or so as Alex and Lori rallied, but then the ball hit my side of the court and I prepared my racquet for the return. Before I could hit it back, Alex lunged from her side and played the ball, her eyes on the other team as though I wasn’t even there. I decided to let it go, and pressed my lips together to stop myself from asking her what the hell she was doing. But as the game continued and she kept playing my balls, I bristled with anger and finally couldn’t help but confront her.

I held my arms apart questioningly, glaring at her as Lori prepared to serve from the other side. Lori hesitated as I approached Alex and forced myself into her line of sight. ‘What the hell?’

She scowled, but refused to meet my gaze. ‘Hurry up, Lori,’ she shouted.

I reached out a hand and shoved her shoulder, hard enough that her body reflexively spun towards me. ‘What’s the matter with you?’

She shrugged me off impatiently and faced the other side. Her face was set like stone in an irritated frown, but as I glared at her, her eyes slowly reddened and filled with moisture. I was so frustrated at her being so moody and difficult that I couldn’t bring myself to soften my tone.

‘What’s your problem?’

‘If you don’t know then it’s obviously not that important,’ she said, staring away from me determinedly.

I raised my hands again in an unknowing shrug, my brow knotting in frustration. ‘I’m lost, okay? What’s the matter?’

She spun on one heel to face me suddenly, drawing herself up to her full height so she had an inch’s advantage on me. She shoved a hand just below my collarbone as she glowered at me, two silent tears dripping almost invisibly off her jaw. ‘What’s wrong is that you’d rather kiss a boy, you stupid prick.’ Her voice whipped out in a sharp hiss, too quiet for the others to hear, though they were starting to stare at our face-off in confusion.

I narrowed my eyes, irritation rising in my throat. This time though, the anger wasn’t overpowering or uncontrollable. It was the pure exasperation that the average person experienced thousands of times in their everyday life; it was the anger between any two friends or colleagues or partners who were fighting. It was the normal anger a person felt when someone else pissed them off, the type of anger I’d never been able to experience before because I’d been too damn closed-off and unwilling to accept friendship.

‘Are you kidding me?’ I snapped. ‘That’s why you’ve been avoiding me? That’s why you glared at me across the kitchen the other day? You’re angry because I said I’d rather kiss a fucking boy?’

‘Why wouldn’t I be? If you’d rather kiss a boy, then what the hell has all this been about?’ She motioned between us with two fingers, turning her back to the net so the others couldn’t see, her eyes glittering.

I scowled at her. ‘I can’t believe that’s what you’re so pissed off about.’ I laughed darkly, my expression equally infuriated. ‘Of course I’d rather kiss a girl, you idiot. I’ve never wanted to kiss a boy in my life. And I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone as much as I’ve wanted to kiss you, so get off your fucking high horse and stop treating me like a pariah.’

That shocked her, and some of the anger slid from her face. ‘What?’

‘You heard me.’ I could feel energy pumping through my body as I scowled into her pale face, my shoulders gradually relaxing as her hazel eyes widened and glistened. ‘Now stop bloody crying before they all start to think something’s wrong.’ But my tone was gentler, and my features were more relaxed.

Then suddenly she laughed, turning away from the others and brushing her tears away hurriedly. ‘I think it’s probably too late for that.’ Her voice was thick, but she lifted her chin as she turned back to face me, refusing to cry in front of her friends.

That was when thunder rumbled quietly in the distance, and Sarah called across to us. ‘What’s going on? Are we playing or not?’

Alex nodded briskly, stepping away from me to her side of the court and waving a hand. ‘Yeah, yeah. Serve the ball.’

‘What were you two talking about?’ Sarah asked, looking suspicious.

I shrugged. ‘She was taking her bad mood out on her tennis partner.’

Alex glanced at me furtively, repressing a smile as she readied herself for the next round. We’d barely begun though when it started spitting. I felt the gentle rain hit my arm and craned my neck to look up at the sky, surprised at how swiftly the thunderheads had carried. I sighed, scratching the side of my nose thoughtfully. Apparently the others had the same thoughts as me, because Lori suddenly asked: ‘Shall we call it quits?’

‘Yeah,’ everyone agreed.

I followed Alex around the side of the net and collected Lori’s and Emma’s racquets. My two friends gathered around me tightly looking confused and slightly alarmed.

‘What on earth was all that about?’ Lori whispered.

I shrugged. ‘Nothing. Just a misunderstanding over the game.’

Emma looked at me seriously. ‘You know, you don’t have to take any crap from the older students. You can let one of the teachers know if Alex is giving you a hard time. It’s not the first time she’s picked on the younger students.’

I had to stop myself from laughing both at how far Emma was from the truth and how easy it was for me to visualise Alex pestering younger students. I looked at the racquets in my arms and shook my head at my friends. ‘It’s fine, really.’

‘Alright,’ Lori said slowly. ‘Well, shall we go back up to the rec room before the heavens open?’

I glanced at the shed, where Alex was stashing her and Sarah’s racquets. ‘Sure. I’ll meet you there, okay?’

They both nodded a little uncertainly and headed towards the gate. Sarah had obviously been told a similar story, because she followed my friends, casting an anxious glance over her shoulder towards Alex and me. Sarah’s eyes were suspicious as they met mine. Did she fear I was bullying Alex or something? I clenched my teeth together to suppress more laughter, thinking how mundane their fears all seemed and how little I cared at that moment, before I shouldered the racquets and sauntered to the shed. I met Alex at the open doorway, dumping the racquets inside and looking past her.

‘That was some game.’ Her confident and authoritative air had returned and she looked across at me haughtily.

I narrowed my eyes. ‘You’re a prat, you know that?’

She shrugged unaffectedly. But then she hesitated, her shoulders relaxing forward and the skin around her eyes creasing repentantly. ‘That was pretty thoughtless though, wasn’t it? To be such a dick over something so insignificant when I know you’ve – you know – got shit going on.’

‘Is that an attempt at an apology?’

She shrugged and smiled a little in embarrassment, seemingly knowing she was already forgiven, before closing the shed door and sitting down on the damp ground with her back against the shed.

‘Our pants will get wet,’ I said, following suit in my already damp clothing.

‘We’ll change before dinner.’ She paused, then looked sideways at me, her eyes serious as they appraised my face. ‘How did the meeting go with your mum and the principal?’ She reached up a hand to gingerly touch the subtle bruising lining my jaw. ‘I take it not that well.’

I shrugged. ‘I’ll tell you about it some other time.’

‘Okay.’ She took a deep breath. ‘So where to from now? With us, I mean.’

I retrieved a stick from the ground and scratched the end into the floor. ‘I don’t know.’

She waited a moment, then asked: ‘Do you want to go out?’

I wanted to tell her yes, but somehow I couldn’t. I wasn’t sure if there was some part of me that still couldn’t completely fathom the idea that I was interested in a girl, whether there was a part of me still denying it, or whether there was a part of me that still believed that this was all just a phase. More pressing was the constant fear in my chest of what would happen if I was honest about it. I still feared what my classmates would say. Would they laugh? Would they tell me I was perverted? Would they just sit around making snide remarks behind their hands about how I was a lesbian? Of even more importance was how my mother would react. I knew she was firmly against it, even if she wasn’t particularly religious anymore. And despite how little intimacy there remained between us, I still had to live with her for the next four years. Infuriating and embittering her by being in a same-sex relationship didn’t seem like the best way to help that stretch along.

Alex waited patiently while I stared at the floor. I finally sighed, and rather than lie again and say I didn’t want to date her, I told her about Harvey. ‘This guy in my grade asked me out, and I told him yes.’

‘Do you like him?’

I shrugged. ‘Yes. No. Maybe. I don’t know.’ I sighed again and put my head in my hands. ‘Why couldn’t you have been born a guy, Alex?’

‘Duh, because you wouldn’t like me then. Besides, isn’t that what Harvey’s for?’

‘How do you know it’s Harvey?’

‘He’s stuck to you like Velcro for the past two weeks.’ She smiled a little, scratching a fingernail over the ground absently. ‘Are you going to keep going out with him? Like, are you officially boyfriend and girlfriend now?’

‘I don’t know. We haven’t really talked about that sort of stuff.’

The rain was increasing steadily around us. The shed and palm trees overhanging the tennis court fence provided some shelter to Alex, but I was getting wet through. There were four students left kicking the ball around on the oval in the dim light, but everyone else had disappeared inside to avoid the rain.

‘I don’t want you to think that I don’t care for you,’ I said, avoiding Alex’s eyes. ‘Because I do. I’m just…not brave like you.’

‘I think you’re brave,’ she said. ‘But I understand if you need a little more time to come to terms with – well, with how you feel. That doesn’t mean I want to be just friends though.’

I sighed, looking at her with my head to one side tiredly. ‘I don’t either.’ I gazed into her hazel eyes, which seemed so deep at that moment it made me feel simultaneously as though there was a part of her I would never understand, and as though I understood her completely. Alex frowned, pushing her damp, auburn hair behind one ear and studying me, and I wondered if everybody had that unfathomable corner of their soul or just her.

‘I want to keep seeing you,’ she said.

My stomach clenched at the thought of being in a relationship with her. I felt a tingle run through my body, amazed at how different she seemed sitting before me at that moment. She suddenly wasn’t the tall, mature and aloof young woman I’d watched from a distance and idolised with the subconscious regret that she would never look at me the same way; she was young and open and hopeful suddenly, her hazel eyes sparkling and full of feeling, her pale face glistening with thousands of tiny beads of moisture.

I took a deep breath as I stared at her. ‘I want that too.’ My eyes flickered to her flushed lips for a moment, then I forced my gaze back to her eyes. ‘But—’

‘Hey, I’ll go undercover for a while if that’s what you need.’

I pressed my lips together. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure.’ She paused to tear a damp leaf up into tiny pieces that stuck to her fingertips, then she smiled surreptitiously. ‘What are you going to do about Harvey?’

I frowned. ‘I can’t just dump him. I mean, he makes me feel…normal for once. I’ve always been that student who people gossip about, you know? Mostly because I did stupid things like wag class and smoke and—’

‘Get high?’

I smiled. ‘Yeah. Having a boyfriend – well, it makes me blend in. And I think I need that for once. It’s just – I mean, I just need to…’ I sighed, not knowing how to put it.

‘Just figure stuff out?’

I pressed my lips together and nodded.

Alex hesitated, and then she reached over and gripped my chin between thumb and forefinger, turning my head so I was forced to meet her eyes. She studied my face with a serious expression, a small crease between her eyebrows, and then she took a deep breath. ‘Sorry, but I have to ask again… Do you like him? And you have to be honest, because I don’t want to – you know, be liking you and all…when you’re into someone else.’

I gazed at her for a moment, and then I slowly shook my head. ‘No. I don’t. He’s a good friend, and I like him in that way, but I’m not interested in him… Not in the way I’m interested in you.’ Then I sighed, looking down at my lap. ‘But…’

‘It’s okay if you want to keep this quiet, Juli.’

‘It’s just – there’s just too much going on already.’

Alex nodded softly and gave my fingers a gentle squeeze. ‘Really,’ she said. ‘It’s fine.’

I smiled a little, savouring the warmth of her hand around mine.





Interrogations

I was alone in the dormitory at lunchtime two Saturdays later, lying on my bed with my English workbook, a Biro, and a copy of Romeo and Juliet open on my pillow. I’d skipped lunch due to nausea, the result of medication and my looming date with Harvey that afternoon. I scribbled out the sentence I’d just written, knowing I’d have to employ help during Tuesday’s tutoring session to start forming a plan for our term paper, which was due in two weeks. So far my answer to the essay question was: I don’t give a flying crap, which I didn’t think would pass as satisfactory.

There were quiet footsteps from outside and I turned my head to see Lori enter the dorm looking grave. I frowned and dropped my Biro on the mattress, propping myself up on an elbow. ‘What’s wrong?’

She didn’t speak, only climbed my bunk ladder and stretched herself out beside me on her stomach as I moved over to give her room. She picked up my copy of Romeo and Juliet and starting leafing through the pages at random. Then her eyes dropped to my workbook and she frowned.

‘I’m not sure “I don’t give a flying crap” is going to cut it with Mr Warner.’

I smiled, then glanced at her with a furrowed brow. My date with Harvey had over the week somehow increased in number to six, as Noelene and James had asked to double with us, and then Gideon had finally asked Lori out and, needing moral support, she’d asked if they could triple. I wondered if anything had happened with Gideon, and then desperately hoped that nothing had, as that would certainly be something that required in-depth talking. I wasn’t brilliant with girly chitchat at the best of times; providing support and sympathy on matters of heartbreak was wholly unfamiliar territory and not, I deduced, something I would be particularly good at. Nevertheless, Lori was my friend, so I felt obliged to enquire after her relationship status.

‘Is everything okay with you and Gideon?’

She nodded slowly. ‘Sure. You and Harvey?’

‘Fantastic.’

Then she turned her head and narrowed her eyes at me. ‘How about you and Alex?’

Somehow I managed to keep my expression under control. ‘Um…what?’

‘I thought I was your best friend,’ she said, her tone hurt as she frowned at me.

‘You are.’

‘I would never judge you if you liked a girl, you know. There’s nothing wrong with being a lesbian, and I wouldn’t think of you any differently if you were.’

I debated for a second whether I should just be truthful and tell her, and to be honest I almost did. But then memories flashed through my head of the conversations she and Emma and I had spent our weekend afternoons immersed in, discussing and fantasizing about what it would be like if Gideon asked Lori out, or if Virgil Thomas kissed Emma, or if Harvey and I reached second base. It was all very well to chatter with your girlfriends about your love life regarding a guy, and share gory details, and laugh and encourage each another. But somehow it felt all wrong to discuss Alex. It felt too personal, like our relationship was too private and couldn’t be shared with others in the normal gossipy way. Maybe it was because Alex was a girl; maybe it was because I wasn’t ready yet to be open about the fact that I was into a girl; maybe talking about my love life was just something I didn’t do. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t bring myself to admit to Lori that Alex and I were an item.

Instead I forced out a casual laugh, raised my eyebrows and snatched Romeo and Juliet back from her fingertips. ‘I don’t have a thing for Alex, Lori.’

‘Really?’ She sounded sincerely surprised. ‘It’s just the way she looks at you is…and you always seem to hang back and talk to her, you know…and that argument on the tennis court looked way too intense for a “bad day” rant at a stranger.’

I shrugged. ‘We’re not strangers. We’re friends. But there’s nothing going on.’ I opened to Scene 5 and started copying down a few random lines, hoping she would just drop the matter but knowing somehow that wasn’t going to happen.

‘Do you really not fancy her? Because after we talked about girl crushes I sort of thought—’

I sighed and looked her in the eyes, my expression steady and convincingly honest. ‘Lori, I’m not a lesbian. I like Harvey. Maybe I did idolise Alex a bit when I first arrived, but not in a romantic way, just in one of those girl crush ways…’ I couldn’t seem to stop myself. The lie just kept going and going. ‘Besides, she seriously is way too arrogant to be regarded a good role model. I mean, have you spoken to her recently?’

Lori looked a little unnerved by my intensity, but nodded, seemingly satisfied with my response. ‘Okay, I believe you. As long as you know that I don’t mind if you’re gay.’

I nodded. ‘It’s nice that you’re so open about alternate sexualities. But really, there’s no need. Not with me anyway.’ I felt a small pang of regret that I hadn’t just told her the truth, because there was a voice in my mind saying that it wouldn’t be so bad to have my best friend know. But something held me back, so I dropped the matter and turned back to my homework, thinking Lori would leave now that her intended topic of inquiry had been explored and successfully resolved.

Instead she nodded again and bounced up and down on the mattress a little. ‘So what are you going to wear this afternoon?’

I closed Romeo and Juliet with a little more force than intended.

‘Sorry, am I disturbing you?’

‘No, it’s fine.’ I stacked my books together, leaned across her, and dropped them to the floor over the side of the Dead Bed, tossing the Biro after them. ‘Screw English. Screw Mr Warner. Screw this effing paper that, let’s be honest, nobody really gives a toss about.’

Lori smiled. After starting the medication, my mood swings had dramatically improved, and despite being a little on the irritable side still, I was finding things a lot easier to manage. I looked at Lori and shrugged in response to her question. ‘I don’t know what I should wear.’ I hoped my tone suggested that I was in need of some ideas. After all, I didn’t want to give everyone the impression that I cared as much about this date as I did about my English paper.

‘Don’t worry.’ Lori patted my forearm, bringing me back to the present. ‘We’ll find something. What do you have?’

I shrugged again. ‘Jeans and T-shirts? Dating wasn’t really on my list of expectations for boarding school. I thought they’d be really tight-assed about that kind of thing.’

She chewed on her lip thoughtfully. ‘I’m sure we can find something suitable. You can borrow one of my tops if you like. I have a gorgeous red V-neck with sequins around the neck which would suit you. It’ll look great with just a pair of jeans and your Converses – classy, but still you.’

I smirked.

Suddenly there were clattering footsteps and Emma burst through the door, her face flushed in a manner quite unlike her usual composed self. She gasped for breath as she gazed at us and clutched the door handle for support. ‘Oh my gosh, you guys…Virgil…Virgil Thomas…he just…’ She beamed excitedly, panting. ‘He just asked me out!’

I widened my eyes slightly, feeling like we were in some sort of skit on the clichéd trials and tribulations of adolescence, and unbelieving that anyone could be that into a boy. But then, I reminded myself, I felt as crazy about Alex as Emma did about Virgil – albeit with fewer hysterics and more, well, internal struggle – so I was in no position to judge. ‘That’s great, Em,’ I said.

Lori sat up with more vigour. ‘That’s fantastic! Wow, it really seems to be everyone’s week, doesn’t it?’ She jabbed me in the side and I twisted around in annoyance. ‘Harvey asking you out must have given everyone else a boost of confidence.’

We spent an hour choosing outfits for the now quadruple date, not by my choice. I was happy to wear jeans and the top Lori had suggested and be done with it. But Lori and Emma, and Noelene who joined us twenty minutes later, ruffled through piles of pretty tops and leggings for forty minutes before coming to satisfied conclusions. Nell’s dark blonde hair and light brown eyes would have suited any of the earthy colours she held up over her T-shirt, but apparently the pants she was wearing demanded a certain style of top.

Finally, we were all ready, and at three o’clock headed down and outside to meet the boys at the corner of the pavement. I felt self-conscious in Lori’s red V-neck, but at least I didn’t feel underdressed beside my friends. I walked with my hands in my pockets, joining Harvey as the others walked ahead.

Harvey smiled, but he looked troubled. Nevertheless, he complimented my dress code, though I could tell he was surprised by the suggestive style of Lori’s top, steeply contrasted against the usual plain T-shirts I wore as it was. I had brushed my hair and tied it into a ponytail. Lori had attempted to attack it with her curling iron, but I’d dodged out of the way, preferring it as straight and boring as it ever was.

‘I wasn’t planning on all this,’ he said suddenly, his voice lowered. ‘I’d hoped we could just – you know – spend some time alone.’

I’d initially been disconcerted by the large number of our group, but perhaps it had all worked out for the best, given the provocative tone with which Harvey said that. ‘Oh well.’ I shrugged nonchalantly and tried not to look unsettled. ‘We can just sit apart from them today and come out again some other time.’

Harvey nodded, seemingly satisfied. ‘I’ve already got a topic in mind for our conversation,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’ve been talking far too much about myself lately. I want to hear all about you today. After all, that’s what first dates are for, right? Getting to know each other.’

I nodded, inwardly groaning.

The little French café Harvey had told us about was halfway down the main street and sported an array of round wrought-iron tables covered in blue gingham. There was a sheltered balcony outside and more seats inside, including a few tables against the wall with padded benches rather than chairs. The couples within our group sat nearby one another but reasonably separated. I followed Harvey to a table in the corner and tried not to glare at him for politely pulling my chair out for me. I was completely unused to romantic gestures from boys, and far too independent and strong-willed to really appreciate them.

We ordered two strawberry thick shakes, a slice of orange and poppy seed cake for Harvey and a piece of chocolate mud cake with fresh cream and raspberries for me. If Harvey thought we’d be doing that cute thing where couples share each other’s food with two forks he had a surprise coming. We sat mostly in silence until our food was brought out by a terse-looking waitress, then Harvey started talking, presumably waiting until he was sure we wouldn’t be disturbed. ‘So, tell me something about you, Juli.’

I raised one eyebrow, sipping my shake. ‘Like what?’ My tone was probably too guarded to pass as flirtatious, but I decided not to worry about it. There was a thick slice of chocolate mud cake eyeing me lovingly, and nothing else really mattered to me at that point.

‘Well…what do you do at home? You know, when you have time off?’

So I told him about horse-riding, swimming in the dam, lying in the grass and watching the clouds float by, impressed at how romantic I made it all sound. I carefully left out the throwing tantrums in the field part, and the peeing behind trees on hacks, and the scooping pond weed off my legs before redressing.

‘Any siblings?’

‘Mum’s done an awful good job keeping it from me if I have any.’

He laughed. ‘You’ve got a good sense of humour,’ he said, pushing his dark hair from his eyes. He had a smudge of crumbs on the corner of his mouth, but I decided to let it go. ‘What do you want to do when you finish school? Are you staying until grade twelve?’

‘Probably.’ I’d never really planned what I’d do after that. Each day seemed such a struggle to get through I couldn’t manage worrying about the future as well. ‘Then maybe something to do with horses,’ I said, hoping he wouldn’t pursue the topic.

He asked me a multitude of questions from my favourite colour to the films I’d seen to my favourite subject to what my old school had been like. It was true I wasn’t being a particularly willing participant in the conversation, but I felt like I was being interrogated. I tried to steer the subject onto him a few times, but he always gave a short response and asked me another question, which I responded to with one twentieth the amount of information he’d given me.

As the sky darkened outside and more thunderheads gathered in the distance, we all gave a unanimous vote to start heading back to school. I caught a glimpse of the wall clock and realised we’d been there for nearly an hour and a half. I couldn’t believe I’d survived that long. The date hadn’t been as bad as I’d thought.

‘We should do that again sometime,’ Harvey said, donning his jacket as we headed outside and back up the street.

I smiled and nodded, watching my step in the dim light. The rainy weather hadn’t let up since last week. It was starting to feel like the Warrabeela flood season. ‘Sure.’ I glanced up and down the shop windows as we tailed the back of the group.

‘Maybe we could even go on an actual date, you know, the kind where the rest of the school doesn’t tag along.’ He chuckled, tucking his hands in his pockets.

I smiled distractedly, my attention suddenly being caught by a flash of dark red hair as someone disappeared down the side of a small brick-walled pub. I frowned when they didn’t reappear, and looked back over my shoulder as we passed.

‘What’s wrong?’ Harvey asked, following my gaze.

I shook my head. ‘Nothing.’ But something felt wrong about the situation, and the lithe figure was too familiar not to investigate. I patted his arm awkwardly. ‘I’ll meet you up at the school, okay? I just left something behind.’

‘Oh, well, I’ll walk with you.’ He shrugged and made to turn around.

‘No, it’s alright.’ I hesitated. ‘I just – need some space.’

‘Oh.’ He looked confused, but nodded. ‘Alright. I’ll see you at dinner then.’

I nodded and smiled encouragingly, waiting until he had joined the rest of the group to head back and peer down the alley beside the pub. My eyes adjusted to the darkness just in time to see a very, very familiar figure in a dark grey tracksuit launch herself off a wheelie bin and disappear over the side of the fence. Frowning and not really knowing what else to do, I followed.





Secrets

I stood in the dark alleyway and pressed my ear to a crack in the fence; I could just make out a faint clinking from the back of the pub. Clenching my teeth, I scrambled on top of the bin, heaving myself up from a small pile of bricks in the corner. Then I gripped the edge of the fence and kicked off, holding myself aloft by my arms for a brief moment before swinging one leg over and perching on my thigh. The clinking stopped and I watched Alex’s startled face look up at me from below, where she was standing beside a five-foot high green bin. I didn’t greet her, only swung my other leg over and dropped to the ground, dusting off my jeans as I rose to full height.

The small courtyard behind the pub was even darker than the alley, shaded by high brick walls on all sides. If I couldn’t see the square of cloudy sky directly above us, I would have thought it was night time. The air was dank and musty and smelt of garbage. I frowned as I straightened up and lifted my chin, placing my hands on my hips. Alex didn’t look overly concerned that I was there. I did wonder briefly whether I should be more careful about breaking the rules; after all, I was sure the staff at St Peter’s would not be happy if they knew where I was. But rebellion was exhilarating and I couldn’t bring myself to care. Besides, even on probation, I reasoned concern for the safety and wellbeing of another student was as good as any excuse to overstep the boundaries.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

Alex frowned and held a finger to her lips as she leant inside the massive bin beside the back door of the pub. ‘Could you be any louder?’

I glanced at the door and then moved towards her. She pulled her head and arms out of the bin and passed me two empty wine bottles. I held them for a moment in confusion. ‘I don’t understand. Why am I holding two empty bottles?’

She sighed and shook her head as though I was missing vital information. ‘They’re not empty bottles, Juli.’ She held them up in front of me and swirled them around. ‘These are two bottles one thirtieth full each of delicious alcoholic nectar.’

I was still confused. ‘You’re planning on drinking them?’

‘No, I was going to line them up and look at them.’

I ignored that, holding the bottles up myself and eyeing them as she rummaged inside the bin again. They had perhaps a solid mouthful of dark liquor swirling around each of their bottoms. ‘Is this a regular activity of yours?’

She returned with more bottles, one with almost half an inch of dark liquid in the bottom. ‘Nearly every Saturday evening without fail.’ A small smile tweaked the corners of her mouth, but I could see her eyes were troubled. ‘Look at how much they left in that one.’ She set the bottles on the ground and continued the search.

Somehow it didn’t surprise me to see her stealing wasted liquor from the pub’s recycle unit. ‘Do you want me to leave?’ I asked.

She turned her head and frowned. ‘Of course not. It’s always better when there’s two. None of my friends ever had the guts to come with me, although I don’t know what they were worried about. There’s nowhere near enough liquor here to get wasted. Just enough to calm your worries.’

I shrugged, setting the two bottles she’d passed me beside the others and assisting in the search. We managed to procure a dozen bottles of alcohol with decent amounts of drink left in the bottoms, and two severely crushed but unopened cans of beer. We crawled into the damp corner on the opposite side of the bin to the back door; we’d be completely hidden from view if the bartender came out to deposit more rubbish. I popped the top off one of the cans of beer, kind of glad it was warm with the chilliness that had settled in the air. I held it slightly away from me in case it frothed over, my Converses resting on the concrete and my long legs bent casually.

Alex swirled the contents of one of the glass bottles and glanced at me approvingly. ‘I see it’s not your first time with a beer then.’

I snorted. ‘Duh.’ I took a swig and licked my lips, leaning my head back against the damp bricks. ‘I used to sneak a beer from Dad’s cooler every so often.’

She nodded, tipping the bottle up and draining it in one mouthful, scrunching her eyes closed and gasping after she’d swallowed. ‘Fuck, that’s strong,’ she said, holding her mouth open as her eyes watered. She found one similar in colour and offered it to me.

I swirled it for a moment, glancing at her. ‘Don’t you ever worry about, like, diseases?’

Alex shrugged, letting the bottle dangle from her fingertips as she rested her wrists on her knees. ‘I steer clear of the beer bottles and stuff.’

I nodded, eyed the bottle in my hand, and then in one go gulped it down. It was like swallowing a mouthful of pure methylated spirits. My mouth and oesophagus burned and my eyes watered in response. ‘Shit,’ I coughed, raising a hand to my mouth.

Alex smirked. ‘Obviously your first time with that stuff.’

‘What was that?’

She took the bottle from my hands, sniffing it and then shrugging. ‘Probably vodka. I’m not an expert on alcoholic beverages.’

I chose the fullest bottle with almost the half inch of dark liquid, knowing it was more likely to be wine than anything strong. I took a sip, feeling the liquor wash around my mouth and making it tingle, and warming my stomach as it made its way down. I nodded slowly as I handed it to Alex. ‘Not bad. Considering my sense of taste is being warped by the smell of garbage and cigarette smoke.’

‘No drinking venue is perfect.’ She took a mouthful and sighed in satisfaction after swallowing. ‘Another ten or fifteen minutes and it will start to work its magic.’

We continued sipping at the drinks until all the bottles were dry. I read the ones with labels: cream sherry, vodka, white wine. The others must have been bulk-bought because there were no labels attached. I wondered idly at one stage whether that was even legal. I retrieved my beer from the floor as Alex cracked open hers, and we tapped them together softly before drinking.

After another twenty minutes or so of sitting beside the bin drinking amidst casual chatter, my head was starting to spin a little. ‘So, what’s with – you know, all this?’

Alex averted her gaze, wrapping her arms around her legs and shrugging. ‘I don’t know. I guess it just gives me one night of the week where I’m not thinking.’

‘Thinking about what?’

‘The usual shit.’

‘Is this a deep and meaningful?’ I whispered, slightly more dramatically than I’d intended.

She raised her eyebrows. ‘You’ve had even less than I have.’

‘I’m not drunk. Just a little light-headed.’ I paused. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

She shrugged nonchalantly at my query, her expression a little more relaxed. ‘Nothing to talk about really. I’m just a perfectionist with a long history of high-achieving and stressing over it. Plus, my dad kind of puts a lot of pressure on me to do well here – which, you know, I can understand, given he’s paying for my education and all.’ She shrugged again and took a sip of her beer. ‘I just don’t get much time to relax, you know? If I’m not studying for exams or completing assignments, I’m thinking about – I dunno, about how I might be able to change that essay for a better mark, or how I can make my study sessions more efficient.’ She turned her head to gaze at me, her features casting long shadows across her face; nevertheless, I could see her hazel eyes as though a light was being reflected in them. ‘I know it sounds pretty pathetic, given the type of crap you’ve had to deal with recently.’

I shook my head and frowned. ‘It’s not pathetic.’

‘Seriously? In comparison to your dad running out on you and your mum sending you to boarding school and having to be on meds for anxiety?’ She laughed suddenly, looking away from me and taking another swig of beer. Then she frowned and inhaled deeply through her nose, her lips pressed together in a thoughtful expression. ‘Can I ask you a question? It’s kind of personal.’

‘Sure.’

‘How did it make you feel when your dad ran out on you and your mum?’

‘That was random.’

‘Sorry. Just talking about my dad made me wonder.’

I was quiet for a moment, chewing on my lip thoughtfully. ‘Dunno,’ I finally said. ‘I mean, we were really close when I was little. I was certainly a lot closer to him than I was to my mum. He sort of…protected me a lot, like when she got really angry and wanted to hurt me. I remember one day he actually picked me up and carried me outside because Mum was trying to hit me with a saucepan.’ I took a deep breath and frowned thoughtfully, feeling strangely calm and unemotional as I watched the memories flicker through my head like a film. ‘After he ran off with that woman, I…well, I sort of hated him after that. I mean, he left Mum and me with an entire dairy farm to manage by ourselves. Sometimes I wonder if the stress was what screwed her up so bad.’

‘Did he write or call or anything?’

‘Nope. Not a word. It was like he didn’t want anything to do with us after that.’ I sighed quietly and shrugged. ‘I’m angry of course, really angry, but…I miss him too. I miss having a parent who actually cared about me. I just feel…’

‘Betrayed?’

I glanced at Alex quietly before nodding. ‘Yeah…betrayed.’ Then we sat in silence for a moment, the only sounds the distant shouting and clanging coming from inside the pub, and the droning of flies over near the bins. The rest of the city seemed to have fallen into the sleepy silence of dusk. I cleared my throat. ‘Alright, my turn,’ I said.

‘Your turn to what?’

‘Ask you something personal.’

‘Shoot.’

‘When did you – I mean, how did you…’ I hesitated, screwing up my face with frustration. ‘Hold on, let me just think how to word it.’

‘Just spit it out.’

‘Okay, okay…when did you realise that – you know, you liked girls?’

Alex raised her eyebrows. ‘Hmm, interesting question.’ She sat in pensive silence for a while until I bristled with impatience and she turned to me with a light laugh. ‘Alright, alright, I’ll be serious.’ She grinned through the darkness and settled back against the wall. ‘I suppose it’s something I’ve always known on some level. I know that sounds clichéd, but boys just never – did it for me, you know? I mean, I always preferred hanging out with the girls, always loved being physically close to the girls, especially the older girls and my female teachers – like I was always wanting to hug them and stuff…but I didn’t realise my feelings were – you know, physical attraction until only recently.’

I frowned. ‘Really? When?’

She rolled her eyes and nudged my side with her elbow. ‘When I met you, dumbass.’

‘Oh.’ I felt my cheeks warm in the darkness. ‘I see.’

Alex laughed and reached over to pull my hand into her lap, playing with my fingers again like she’d done on the rooftop. ‘How about you? When did you realise you were into girls?’

I deliberated quietly for a moment, my stomach stirring uncomfortably. I really should have foreseen her asking me the same question. ‘Don’t know.’

She looked up at me in silence, a small frown drawing her eyebrows together. ‘Come on, you had to know at some point. Not even when you met me?’

I watched her for a half-second before tears abruptly started pooling in my eyes. I turned my face away in embarrassment, noticing the sudden tension around my fingers as she held my hand tightly between both of hers.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound so—’

I shook my head and scrubbed the moisture away in annoyance. ‘You didn’t say anything wrong.’ I wasn’t entirely sure why I was crying, but tears continued to course down my face silently as she wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me into her side. I tucked my face in the crook of her neck and sniffed, closing my eyes and breathing in her familiar scent of coconut and zesty perfume, relaxing as she rubbed her hands up and down my back gently. I could feel the warmth of her skin through my top, sending waves of calm through my ribcage. I shifted after a little while, rubbing my nose against her sleeve and blubbering out a laugh as she made a passing complaint that she was now covered in snot. I drew back and pulled the edge of my T-shirt up to dry my face, and smiled as I met Alex’s glimmering eyes through the darkness.

‘I reckon you’ve known for a while,’ she said.

I nodded slowly, noticing my fingers were trembling a little without the weight of a drink in them, and so I let my hands hang over my knees to steady them. ‘That first time we played tennis…’ My voice was husky after crying. ‘I didn’t recognise what it was straight away, but I felt annoyed that you wouldn’t look at me or speak to me. Then when you asked if I’d come play again…’ I smiled a little, rubbing my nose with the back of my hand. ‘I got this fluttery sort of feeling in my stomach, and – well, you know the rest.’

‘What about in Warrabeela? Didn’t you like anyone there?’

‘I was never given the chance really. I was always in trouble for something, or struggling to do my schoolwork, or getting – you know, picked on and stuff.’ I hesitated. ‘I’ve never told anyone this.’

‘You can trust me.’

I looked up at her cautiously. ‘Do you trust me?’

‘Of course I do.’ She didn’t even hesitate, and I felt my insides erupt with a warmth that spread right up to my throat. Then I frowned at her, my eyes fixed on hers before they dropped suddenly to her mouth, which was full and flushed from the alcohol. ‘Can I tell you something else?’

She narrowed her eyes at me teasingly. ‘What?’

I gave a small smile. ‘I’ve been thinking about it for weeks now, but I really would like to kiss you. Like, actually kiss you.’

‘I didn’t know you could kiss someone without actually kissing them.’

‘Seriously? Semantics? That’s what you’re going to focus on right now?’

She smiled and glanced towards the ground as she rotated her body and leaned in a little more towards me. ‘Well, if you were to kiss me – like, actually kiss me – I’d probably want to kiss you back.’ She grinned. ‘Like, actually kiss you back.’

‘Okay, you’ve made your point.’ I chuckled and shuffled towards her, the world tilting abruptly with the movement and then gradually falling still again as I steadied my head. ‘Whoa.’

She paused. ‘What?’

‘Nothing. Just dizzy.’

I felt her hand suddenly touch my face as silver stars fizzed in and out of my view. My heart picked up in speed at the tingling warmth of her skin, and the sudden clarity of her sparkling eyes, and the glow surrounding her face as she smiled at me coyly. I took a deep breath, wanting to tell her how beautiful she was but my lips fumbling around the words uncontrollably.

She smiled in amusement. ‘That last shot hit you hard, didn’t it?’

I could feel the tickle of her breath on my chin as she spoke, and smell the tang of liquor rising from her tongue. My mouth parted slightly as though to inhale it as she arched her back and moved her chest in towards me very slowly. She opened her mouth to say something further but I shook my head a fraction and she closed it again, a soft smile lifting up the corners of her mouth. I bridged the gap between us slowly, looking from her rosy lips to her eyes and back again, feeling clammy moisture coat my chin from her warm breath, and then before I could give it any more thought, she tilted her head forward slightly and delicately grazed my lips with her own. I turned my torso towards her as she leaned in closer, my eyes sliding closed as our mouths merged together. I kissed her gently, angling my head to one side and pulling on her lips with my mouth, probing the inside of her mouth with the tip of my tongue. I felt her pull away slightly and followed, my forehead furrowing, before she kissed me again softly, our lips exploring each other with slower and softer movements.

I reached up one hand and touched the side of her neck gently, feeling her shudder against my mouth. I ran my fingers through her hair, pulling her closer against me until I felt her breasts against my chest. Her fingers brushed my waist and she slowly wound her arms around me, prompting me to slowly pull myself up onto my knees. I kissed her gently from above, cupping both hands around her jaw and pulling her closer, blood tingling under the surface of my skin.

Then suddenly my eyes filled with more unexpected and unexplained tears.

I pulled away slightly as they ran silently down my cheeks. My body started to shake a little as I brushed my lips against hers again. ‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered, my lips fumbling against her skin. ‘I don’t know why…’

Alex rose to her knees so we were on eye-level, and wrapped one slender arm around my waist to hold me against her firmly. When she reached up her spare hand and brushed the tears away, I leaned my head into her palm and closed my eyes. She drew me against her chest tightly, holding a hand to the back of my head and lacing her fingers through my hair.

I felt my head spin as I tucked my face into the curve of her neck, closing my eyes and breathing her in, her hair tickling my cheek as I wound my arms around her and held her against me gently. An overwhelming feeling of warmth and affection suddenly washed through me, and my arms tightened around her protectively. I don’t think I’ve ever loved anyone so much, I thought.

Then suddenly, because the universe decided our perfect moment just wasn’t allowed to continue any longer, I felt my stomach lurch and acrid bile rise up my oesophagus, and I was forced to pull away from her hastily. I struggled to my feet, seeing her follow out of the corner of my eye. I didn’t even make it to wherever I was blindly headed, leaning forward to throw up onto the pavement without warning. I coughed hoarsely, spitting out the alcohol lingering in my mouth and grimacing, as a hand slowly rubbed my back.

‘You need to work on your drinking skills.’

But the ringing in my ears was increasing and I could barely hear her. I felt my insides twist again with nausea, and my eyes watered as I retched again. I wiped my hand across my mouth shakily, feeling clammy moisture break out across my forehead.

‘Shit, are you alright?’

I nodded, blinking the burning moisture from my eyes. ‘I’m fine.’

‘I think we should probably get back.’ I tried to protest, but my arms were trembling as she gripped them and started pulling me away, and I had no strength to refuse. She wrapped an arm around my waist and helped me struggle to the fence, then gave me a leg-up.

I heaved myself over the top with great difficulty, my head spinning so aggressively the ground rushed up to meet my face before I’d even had a chance to figure out which way was down. I felt the damp cement grate against my body without causing any pain. Then arms helped lift me from behind and I struggled to coordinate my legs beneath me. Eventually I was standing, and leaning on Alex heavily, we must have started making our way back up the street.

I could hear her voice through the buzzing in my ears, but couldn’t register what she was saying as my stomach continued to swirl sickeningly. I groaned and wiped a shaky hand against my jean leg.

‘Juli?’ She was starting to sound worried. ‘Come on, we’re almost home. Then you can sleep it off, okay? Damn, you didn’t even drink that much. Come on, keep walking. That’s a girl.’ Her tone became more urgent as her arm tightened around my waist.

Somehow we must have made it back to the school and through to the dormitories. I was so woozy I didn’t register for several moments that I was suddenly lying on my side. Then abrupt and severe pain erupted in my stomach, and all other thoughts evaporated. I held my hands against the front of my damp shirt, moaning as someone shoved a knife in and out of my abdomen, thrusting it backwards and forwards and backwards, and then holding it in a flame until it was glowing orange and pushing it into my stomach again. I wished the someone would stop doing that, but I couldn’t speak. Then suddenly all the lights were switched off, and I was plunged into dark oblivion.





Hospital Trip

I awoke in a foggy dream-state of kissing Alex Calvin, then vibrant white lights and a pounding in my head dragged me into full consciousness. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the light, peering around at my surroundings. I was in a raised bed covered in a white sheet and a loose-weave blanket, surrounded by other beds all filled with sleeping occupants. When I tried to sit up, my hand tugged on an IV drip taped to the back of my hand. I hesitated halfway to a sitting position, frowning in confusion. ‘What the…?’

There was movement to my left and I turned my head to see my mother lounging in a padded chair. She sighed in resignation when she saw I was awake, her fingers tightening reflexively around the arms of the chair. ‘You don’t know how conflicted I feel right now, Julianne Page.’

I screwed up my face. ‘What?’

She looked at me coolly. ‘I really want to feel relieved that you’re okay, but all I can think about is beating the shit out of you.’

‘Can you get me some Panadol?’

She exhaled slowly through her nostrils and stood up, pressing a button on the wall beside my bed.

‘What even happened?’ I asked.

‘Well, one of the other students dragged you to the sickbay yesterday evening and then you suddenly passed out. She told your form teacher what had happened, about the drinking at the pub. I got an abbreviated version of the story over the phone while Miss – what is it? Webber? Whelan?’

‘Wheaton.’

‘While Miss Wheaton called an ambulance. They didn’t really know what else to do – you were complaining of severe stomach cramps. They thought maybe you had alcohol poisoning or something. As far as I’m aware, you’re only ailments are stupidity and a serious disrespect for the rules. You’re grounded for the rest of your life after this.’

I frowned and blinked as a nurse appeared in the doorway and strode to us briskly. She smiled to see me awake and said: ‘I’ve paged the doctor for you, Julianne. Don’t worry, it’s not serious. Mild alcohol poisoning. Your body just wasn’t used to the amount you consumed.’

‘I didn’t even drink that much.’

‘Sometimes it only takes a small amount of a strong substance if you’re not used to drinking, and of course the effects would have been heightened with the medication you’re on.’

I sighed. I hadn’t even considered the medication. ‘Shit.’

‘What’s really shit is your total lack of restraint,’ Mum said, folding her arms across her chest. She was much calmer than when I’d trashed the bathroom; I waited though, because I was sure there was a torrent of insults on its way.

‘Where’s Alex?’ I asked.

‘She’s back at school. Probably being lectured by the principal by now.’

‘What time is it?’

‘A little past eight in the morning. I flew in at ten last night but you were still unconscious. The nurses had already installed a drip and catheter—’

‘Ew,’ I said, my eyes falling to my lower abdomen, which was covered by the sheets. ‘I have a catheter in?’

Mum’s face remained stern, her voice cold as she replied. ‘They’ll remove it before you’re discharged. Which shouldn’t be long now I’m sure. The doctor said the best thing to do was let you just sleep it off. He said you can leave after he’s checked you out again this morning.’ She shook her head. ‘How did you even obtain alcohol in the first place? Don’t they do age checks at bars anymore?’

I shrugged, averting my eyes. ‘We didn’t actually go into the pub. We just…drank the leftovers from the bin ’round the back.’

Mum glared at me suddenly and rubbed a hand over her forehead. ‘Jesus Christ. You could have ended up with fucking Hepatitis or something, Juli.’

I squinted in the light, my eyes throbbing dully. ‘Panadol?’

‘You can have some when you get back to school. I’m seriously considering just bringing you home and making you find some work after this.’

I frowned and objected hurriedly. ‘I don’t want to come home.’ All I could think about was Alex, as indistinct memories of last night rapidly flooded my head. I might not have been able to remember details, but the emotions, the warmth, the excitement that had run through my veins as our lips met… There was no way I could leave her now – not after a kiss like that. And I was finally at a place in my life where things actually felt like they were travelling okay. I couldn’t let that go so soon after having found it. ‘I like it here, Mum,’ I said, my forehead creasing. ‘I have nice friends for a change, and nice teachers, and I’m doing better in my classes.’

‘Well, we’ll have to wait and see what the principal says before we make any decisions.’ She folded her arms loosely over her abdomen. ‘If they don’t expel you after this I’ll consider them worthy of ordination.’

I hadn’t even thought of the consequences if we got caught yesterday afternoon. A pang of guilt hit my stomach as my thoughts turned to how angry my teachers would be. Miss Wheaton and the principal had invested so much in me, and all I’d done to repay them was betray their confidence in me and sneak out to drink on the weekend. Then I thought regretfully of my friends, wondering what they would think of my stupid behaviour and knowing they would be worried about me being in hospital. I hoped Miss Wheaton had assured them that I was okay, if my form teacher had even heard.

‘Is Miss Wheaton back at school?’ I asked.

‘She rode in the ambulance with you here, then waited until I arrived before catching a ride back. The doctor told her you’d be fine, if that’s what you’re worried about.’

I nodded, a frown touching my lips as I drew in a deep breath and sighed. ‘I hope they don’t expel me.’

‘Well…’ Mum shrugged, looking at the wall. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see. But it won’t be terrible if you have to move back home. I thought up a plan while you were sleeping, for if you can’t stay at St Peter’s. I thought we could convert the shed into a small lodge. I have a bit of surplus cash leftover from the cattle, so we can install a bathroom and a kitchenette. And we can set up your bed in there – although knowing you, you’d probably just sleep in the hayloft or something anyway.’

I shrugged, averting my gaze, unable to feel humoured.

‘Then you can find yourself a job in town. I heard there was an opening at the abattoir. If all else fails we’ll just have to take out another loan and buy another fifty head of cattle, and then you can work on the farm again to bring in income.’

I felt a deep and longing sadness overtake me. I couldn’t tell whether it was brought on by the thought that I’d have to leave St Peter’s, or the fact that my own mother genuinely didn’t want to live under the same roof as me anymore.

‘Maybe we can even see if you can enrol at TAFE or something. Do a couple of Ag courses and then join the industry as a fully qualified dairy farmer in a few years.’

I frowned as she continued in an apathetic tone, allowing anger to cross my features to hide my misery. ‘Well, nothing’s been decided yet,’ I said, resisting the urge to look at her face as a tense silence ensued.

‘What’s the matter now?’

I realised suddenly that I’d started crying, and wiped the tears viciously from under my eyes. ‘Nothing. You do what you want. I’ll do my best to stay at school.’ At least I felt like I was wanted there, I thought, remembering the way Lori had laid on my bed beside me and told me she wouldn’t mind if I was gay. My mother had never taken time out just to sit beside me and tell me things like that, not even when Dad was around. I couldn’t even remember her telling me she loved me. Maybe she really didn’t. I sat up as I pushed the thought from my mind aggressively and leaned across to the button on the wall, jabbing it with my forefinger. ‘Where’s the doctor?’ I asked of the startled nurse who appeared at the end of the room.

Mum bristled beside me. ‘Show a little respect, will you?’

‘Why? Why should I listen to anything you say if we’re not even going to live together anymore?’ My tone was low and not particularly threatening, but Mum retaliated anyway, standing up at the end of my bed and scowling at me. Sometimes, she could be just as much of a child as I could.

‘See, this is why you moving back home isn’t going to work. This shit-ass, fuck-the-world-because-I-don’t-give-a-crap attitude of yours. I just can’t control you anymore.’

‘It’s not always about control, Mum. Sometimes it’s just about picking up the pieces because I’m too young and stupid to really know what I’m doing. Isn’t that what you keep saying? I get that I act like a prat sometimes. But sometimes, you know, I’m actually alright to live with, and sometimes it would actually be fun to hang out, and you just can’t see those moments at all. All you can see is how I am when I’m being a shit to look after.’ I grabbed the IV tube with one hand and yanked the needle swiftly from the back of my other hand. Blood started pooling on my skin, so I slapped down the tape to suppress it. Then I slithered out from under the covers, spreading my legs under the thin gown I was wearing and grabbing the tube of the catheter. I tugged, feeling a sharp, uncomfortable burst of pain, like trying to remove a tampon too quickly only worse.

‘How the fuck do you get this thing out?’

The nurse suddenly rushed in followed by the doctor. The doctor pushed me down onto the edge of the bed again, and I waited impatiently as the nurse pulled a trolley over and started inserting a syringe into the tube. I was facing away from my mother and at that moment couldn’t even bring myself to care that there was a nurse fiddling around between my legs. I felt an uncomfortable pulling sensation and clenched my teeth as she dropped the tube in a plastic bag hanging from the trolley.

I looked around. ‘Where’s my clothes?’ I knew how rude and obnoxious I was being, but I was so overwhelmed by the hurt and anger I felt towards my mother right then that I didn’t even care. I would call up the hospital and apologise for my behaviour later.

The doctor looked at me sternly. ‘I’d like to run some observations before you’re discharged, young lady.’

‘Fine.’ I sat while he strapped a blood pressure cuff around my upper arm and clipped a grey rectangular device with a flashing red light on the inside onto my forefinger.

‘Your stats are a little high, but I think that’s mostly from all the excitement.’

I really could have figured that out for myself, I thought.

‘I don’t think it should be a problem for you to return to school if you feel up to it.’

No, I thought, I only tore out the IV and tried to remove a fucking catheter on my own because I’d like to stay here longer. I grabbed the bundle of my clothes from the bench beside my hospital bed and stalked without a word to the bathroom at the end of the room. It took me less than a minute to change and dump the gown in the bin. I didn’t care whether they reused them or not. They could fish it out if they did.

My mother was signing papers on a clipboard, presumably for my release, when I returned to the bed. I ignored her as she thanked the doctor and nurse stiffly for their time, and followed me out of the room. I stalled once out in the hallway, realising I didn’t actually know how to get out of the hospital, and for once Mum didn’t remark. She just took a left silently and walked to the elevator. I followed with my fists clenched inside my jeans pockets.

We caught a taxi back to St Peter’s in stony silence, and I didn’t wait for my mother once it pulled up outside the front gates. I left Mum to pay the fare and climbed out the back of the vehicle before it had even fully stopped; then I slammed the door behind me and broke into a jog across the lawn. My legs didn’t waver from their stunted gait until I reached the girls dormitory complex and ran up the stairs. The tenth-grade dormitory was empty. I crossed the carpet, kicked off my shoes without thinking, climbed up onto my bunk, and lay down with my face in the pillow. Eventually I had to roll onto my side so I could breathe, and then I noticed Lori and Emma had appeared in the doorway looking worried.

They didn’t waste time in scaling the Dead Bed’s ladder, and this time I didn’t resist their concern, and I didn’t try to act macho and pretend I was fine, and I didn’t fly into a rage and tell them to go away. I collapsed into Lori’s embrace as she crawled over to me and held her arms open, and I sobbed with both their arms around me until my eyes were red and swollen and Lori’s T-shirt was saturated with tears.





Crossing Lines

Lori, Emma and I lay on my bed like sardines for a half hour or so and I told them in as many words as I could what had happened at the hospital with my mother. After that we lay in silence, the only noise the gentle ticking of the ceiling fans. They weren’t creating much draft; it was hot and sweaty lying in such proximity to each other, but no one complained.

‘I can’t go back home,’ I said.

Emma frowned. ‘I’m sure they won’t expel you.’

‘The principal said if I did anything as stupid as breaking a mirror again there’d be consequences. And I’m pretty sure getting drunk illegally counts as relatively high on the stupidity scale. It certainly calls for more than a detention.’

‘Yeah, but you got let off the hook for breaking the mirror because you were totally stressed out,’ Lori said. ‘Technically, technically then, if that can’t be classed as your “first warning”, they can’t expel you for this.’

‘I don’t think it works that way,’ Emma said. ‘But hopefully at the most you’ll receive some sort of suspension. After all, it’s not like you meant to get completely wasted.’

‘I’m fairly sure how drunk I actually intended on getting won’t make a difference. But thanks for trying to help, guys.’

‘That’s what friends are for,’ Lori said. Then she wriggled out from my side and sat up all of a sudden. ‘I’m very sorry, but I’ve got to get out of this bed now. I feel like I’m melting, and my left arm is dead.’

Emma and I followed suit and we climbed back down to the carpet one at a time. ‘I think I’m going to go speak to the principal before she calls for me,’ I said. ‘Maybe try to persuade her away from expulsion.’ I sighed again. I would gladly have gone without food and water if it meant I could stay at St Peter’s. I’d never wanted anything so much in my life. I just didn’t want to screw it up again. I held my hand up in farewell briefly to Lori and Emma as they unpeeled their sweaty shirts from their stomachs, and then I made my way downstairs, taking deep breaths to clear my head.

I hesitated briefly once I reached the door of Mrs Bentley’s office, before knocking quietly and pushing it open a fraction to glance inside. The principal raised a hand and beckoned me into the room. Her expression was almost impassive. I tried not to let that unsettle me as I lowered myself into the chair opposite her and clenched my hands together in my lap.

‘I was just about to call for you, Julianne. Mrs Blake just came in to let me know you and your mother had returned from the hospital. How are you feeling?’

I shrugged, my expression deadpan. I was a little unnerved by the tone of her voice. It was tense and slightly anxious – though I could tell she was trying to hide that – and I couldn’t quite decipher whether her discomfort was to do with my state of wellbeing, my impending expulsion, or something else entirely.

Mrs Bentley took a deep breath through her nostrils and laced her fingers together in front of her, watching me seriously. ‘There’s a few things I need to discuss with you, Juli.’

I nodded and swallowed tightly, and decided then and there, before she could ask me herself, to tell her exactly what had happened at the pub – and for possibly the first time in my life, I didn’t distort the truth. I told Mrs Bentley what had happened with brutal honesty, explaining how I’d seen Alex disappear over the fence and had followed her, and how we’d found a dozen bottles with leftover liquor in them and two damaged cans of beer, and how we’d talked and drank until I started throwing up. The only things I left out were what we’d talked about and the kiss. Then I told her honestly that I hadn’t thought there’d be enough liquor to get drunk, and how I’d forgotten about my medication. When I was finished, Mrs Bentley pressed her lips together and stared at me with slightly narrowed eyes.

‘Well, I must say I’m grateful for your honesty.’

I nodded and remained quiet for a moment, then continued in a voice so small I wouldn’t have thought it was mine if my lips hadn’t been moving in sync. ‘I…’ I hesitated, gazing at the principal’s face intently. ‘Please don’t expel me. I can’t go back home, not after this. I’ll take any punishment, anything you want…just please don’t expel me.’

Mrs Bentley was quiet for a long moment, then her expression softened. ‘You’re not expelled, Juli.’

My whole body slumped suddenly in blessed relief at hearing those words. I glanced up at her again, my tense shoulders relaxing back into the padded chair. ‘What about Alex?’

‘I talked with Alex this morning while you were still in the hospital, and she is fully aware of the seriousness of both your actions. You’ll both be receiving detentions and a black mark against your name, and your weekend privileges in the city are suspended for the rest of the term. I really hope you won’t attempt anything like this again in the future. You’re treading on a very narrow line, Juli, and I’d hate for you to cross it again.’

I nodded, releasing my pent-up breath through my mouth. ‘Thank you. For not expelling me, I mean.’

Mrs Bentley took a deep breath, staring at her clasped hands while she gathered her thoughts, and then she looked up at me solemnly. ‘There’s another matter I need to discuss with you, Juli. It may not be easy to hear at the moment.’

My muscles tensed up again at the seriousness of her tone. ‘Okay,’ I said slowly.

‘I’ve spoken to your mother in the last hour, and she told me what went down at the hospital between you two.’

I frowned but didn’t comment.

‘Due to the nature of her presentation this morning, I felt it necessary to contact Social Services.’

My eyes widened in sudden surprise. ‘What? Why? She’s okay, isn’t she?’

‘Physically, yes. But I was greatly concerned by the way in which your mother spoke of you. She was extremely angry and voicing aloud very aggressive threats regarding your behaviour last night. She also explained to me her plans of converting your shed into a separate house for you.’

‘That’s only because…’ I hesitated, because I couldn’t really think up a good excuse, and then I shook my head and frowned. ‘She wouldn’t actually go through with it.’

Mrs Bentley pressed her lips. ‘Nevertheless…it’s my duty of care not to release you back into your mother’s custody unless I’m sure you will be one hundred percent safe. I hope you can understand that.’

I nodded, my chest feeling a little tight but mostly just hollow with shock. I knew I’d been harbouring a lot of anger and hate and exasperation towards my mother recently, but I’d never thought there could be serious risk in the things she said to me when she was in a temper. I mean, she’d only ever smacked me as a child when I’d been really badly behaved, and the slap across the cheek the other week had been a one-off occurrence. And I knew we’d never been especially close, but she was still my mum, and underneath all the apathy and hostility that generally clouded her view of the world, there was still a part of me that believed she loved me, and still a part of me that loved her. However much we riled each other, I didn’t want to be taken away from her. And at that moment it was suddenly looming in my mind as a real and scary possibility.

Mrs Bentley watched me silently for a moment, giving me some time to digest. ‘I know it’s never easy to hear something like that,’ she finally said. ‘But your safety is of ultimate concern to me. Social Services will organise for someone to come and speak to both you and your mother, and they’ll address the situation from there, okay?’

I nodded, my expression blank.

‘You’ll stay here as normal until they’ve come to an appropriate arrangement. It may be that I spoke out of place and you can return to living with your mother as soon as the holidays come around.’ She paused. ‘I know how distressing a situation like this is, Juli, so I promise I’ll do everything within my power to make the process as smooth as possible, alright? If you need to take a few days off classes, that’s fine. And there will be plenty of people to talk to: myself, the counsellor, and I’ll fill Miss Wheaton in on what’s happening if you’d like.’

I nodded and frowned, the sound of Miss Wheaton’s name jarring me into a little more awareness. My emotions felt like they were in lockdown, but the news somehow hadn’t come as a huge blow. Perhaps there was a small part of me that knew it had to come to this eventually; after all, my mum had never been the most doting of parents, and she had hit me the last time she was here. Maybe her unstable temper had reached a level even I hadn’t fully grasped.

‘Your mother is staying in the spare room by the teacher’s dormitories upstairs if you’d like to go speak with her.’

I gripped the arms of the chair with clammy fingers and nodded again slowly. I must have stunk of alcohol and sweat and antiseptic after all the events of the past night, but I wanted to see my mother before anything else. There was a strange kind of fear in me that she’d suddenly morphed into this unrecognisable figure of separate sentience to me, and a hope that seeing her might make all this seem a little less like a horrible dream, and more like an absorbable – even if extremely unpleasant – part of my reality.

Mrs Bentley rested a hand lightly on the small of my back as she led me out of her office and up a staircase at the end of the corridor. She showed me to the spare room besides the teacher’s dormitories where my Mum was lying on her back on the bed with her arms over her head. The principal retreated and left me to knock on the door and watch my mother sit up and look at me tiredly.

‘Hi.’ Her voice was dull and devoid of expression.

I worked on keeping my discomposure at bay as I dawdled by the door, my hands in my pockets. ‘Did you speak with Mrs Bentley?’

‘Yes. She outlined your punishments. I think that’s very reasonable considering what you did.’ Mum sighed, lying back down on her bed. ‘They want to contact Social Services, did she tell you that?’

‘Yeah.’

‘She wants me to get checked out by a doctor.’

I found myself involuntarily glancing out the door to see whether Mrs Bentley was still there. I wasn’t sure whether I was more uncomfortable being left alone with my mother or having the principal listening in on our conversation. In any case, Mrs Bentley had disappeared. I looked back at Mum, noticing how drained she looked. ‘Do you reckon you should?’ I asked.

Mum sighed, then rolled over and propped herself up on her elbow, staring past me into the hallway. ‘I don’t know, Juli. I really don’t know. Maybe it would be best if you’re placed in a foster home for a while.’

‘I’m not going to a foster home.’

‘It’s not up to you. Social Services will figure all that out.’

I frowned and paused for a moment. ‘Are they going to see you here? At school?’

‘No, they’ll arrange for someone to visit me in Warrabeela once I get home.’

I nodded in silence, mulling everything over. There was a little voice inside of me saying I should apologise for what I’d said that morning, but another voice was rebutting it and pointing out that I’d meant every single word. Perhaps I should apologise for hurting her though, even if what I’d said was on the mark. I cleared my throat, not exactly sure how to begin. ‘So…are we good?’ I knew it was a pathetic attempt, but it was all I could manage.

Mum didn’t seem to hear me anyway; she lay back with her dark hair in thin dreadlocks framing her face around the pillow, and blinked slowly. ‘I’m going to stay here overnight, then I’ll fly back in the morning,’ she said.

I hesitated. ‘Do you want me to come say goodbye before you go?’

She shook her head, staring at the ceiling. ‘I think I just need some time alone to sort through everything in my head. You understand.’

I nodded, and as she closed her eyes I quietly backed out of the room, a lump forming in my throat. I turned and started back down the hall in silence, my hands in my pockets and my teeth tightly biting down on my bottom lip so I didn’t cry. I’d made it to the top of the girls’ dormitory complex when Miss Wheaton suddenly appeared from her office door, wisps of her blonde hair escaping around her ears. She stopped when she saw me and her forehead crumpled in concern.

‘Are you alright, honey?’ she asked gently, holding open her arms.

My chin dropped to my chest and I allowed her to embrace me, grateful for the warmth and care emanating from her body. I rested my chin on her shoulder, hating and loving my mother and wondering why she could never hug me like this.





Probation

The next week and a half passed in a daze. I had detention every day after school at three thirty, and my sessions with Mr Samuels on Tuesday and Thursday were put to an hour later. I hadn’t spoken to Alex since Saturday night, and the few times I tried to catch her eye from across the room in detention, she ignored me. I was frustrated, not knowing exactly why she refused to talk to me, but guessing it was probably because I’d got her in trouble for drinking; in any case, I soon gave up trying to get her attention. I had enough on my plate: the impending visit from Social Services, essays due for most of my subjects, an approaching excursion in recreational studies, and exams in less than two weeks. Lori, Emma and I spent the majority of our spare time in the evenings studying in the library, and I continued to attend the night classes. I emailed my mother twice during the week but she didn’t reply. Above all, I tried to keep myself busy so I wouldn’t dwell on things too much. I was beyond grateful when Lori and Emma said they would stay back with me on Saturday. We spent the day in the recreation room watching television and playing pool. Even Harvey was a comfort; he didn’t seek me out after the trip to the hospital, but he was his normal talkative self at meals, and kept my mind occupied.

Exams began on Tuesday of the following week. There was a tense quiet in the way everyone got dressed that morning, a nervous atmosphere that I’d never really been a part of before now. Courtney was one of the only ones who seemed relaxed.

‘Chill out all of you,’ she said, rolling her eyes as she straightened the collar of her uniform. ‘They’re just exams.’

I frowned at her blasé attitude, wishing I could point out to her that not everyone was as intellectually gifted as she was, but knowing picking fights at this stage would not be particularly helpful.

I didn’t see Alex again until the Monday after in detention. She sat the whole hour in the back corner of the classroom, writing in her workbook intently. With the stress of exams over and more than two weeks of good behaviour tucked under my belt, I felt a niggling of irritation as she continued to ignore me. When Mr Warner dismissed us at four thirty, I followed Alex down the hall and caught up to her outside.

There was nobody around thankfully, so I reached out and tugged on the back of her T-shirt. I must have grown in the last month, because when she turned around I realised we were on eye level. She didn’t look surprised to see me as I frowned.

‘Why are you ignoring me?’ I asked. ‘Is it just because we got caught for our rendezvous ’round the pub that night? Because I’m being punished for that too, you know.’

She pressed her lips together and looked around to make sure nobody was in the vicinity. Then she motioned her head to the shelter beside us and we crept under it, moving to the bench against the wall but neither of us sitting down.

She folded her arms over the stomach. ‘I’m not ignoring you.’

I raised my eyebrows.

‘Fine,’ she sighed. ‘I am and I’m sorry. But Mrs Bentley’s been breathing down my neck because some dickhead told her I was harassing you.’

‘Who said that?’

‘I don’t know, do I? Probably one of those friends of yours. I just don’t want people to think I’m bullying you. I’ve only just got over the hour-long lecture about the drinking, and how reckless and dangerous my behaviour was, and how I was the older student and so should have shown more responsibility.’ She rolled her eyes and exhaled sharply. ‘The last thing I need right now is more shit about how I’ve been picking on you and manipulating you into becoming a felon. So you’re going to have to give me a bit of distance if this is going to continue between us.’

My eyebrows raised in surprise. ‘If what’s going to continue?’

‘You know – you and me. This relationship thing we got going on.’ She sighed suddenly, shaking her head and briefly closing her eyes as she sank back against the brick wall beside the bench. ‘This would all be so much easier if you’d just stop being such a bloody coward. I’m head over heels for you, Juli, but I’m tired of trying to have a relationship with someone who doesn’t really want to be in one.’

‘Of course I want to be in one.’

‘Then why won’t you just admit that?’ She sounded frustrated. ‘See, I don’t care if I’m a lesbian. I embrace it. I don’t like guys and I don’t give a shit what other people think about that. It’s none of their goddamn business.’

‘So why does everyone have to know we’re together if it’s none of their business?’

‘I’m not saying I want to stand on the rooftops and shout out all the gory details of what we get up to. I’m just sick of trying to hide this all the time. I want people to be able to see us together without us having to think up an excuse…and without my name being added to the ten most wanted list.’ She shrugged, shaking her head. ‘I’m starting to wonder if it’s even worth it anymore, you know? I mean, we just don’t have any…direction. All we seem to do these days is brainstorm places we can hang out together without getting caught.’

I sighed, trying not to seem irritated by her gross misrepresentation of our “direction”. ‘Look. I really, really like you, Alex, okay? This isn’t just some stupid crush. I want to be in a relationship with you. I just have so much shit going on right now, I don’t have the headspace to deal with this as well. I’m this close to getting expelled,’ holding my thumb and forefinger a fraction of an inch apart, ‘my mother’s being checked out by Social Services, and I don’t even know if I have a home to go back to this holidays. Add to that coming out as gay and I may as well admit myself to the loony bin right now.’

She frowned. ‘Social Services?’

‘I’ll explain later. My point is, my brain just can’t take any more stress right now, and being fucking gay is not your average, run-of-the-mill social confession – it’s a big thing, alright? Maybe not to you, but it is to me. But that doesn’t mean that I don’t love you, and care for you, and want to be with you. And it definitely does not mean that I want to spend the rest of my life in the closet. I’m just talking about right now.’

She sighed, watching me in the shadow of the shelter and pressing her lips together.

‘And if you think we have no direction, then let me tell you that I didn’t even tell my friends that Social Services is now involved. Maybe you’ve always had a knack with relationships, but I’ve never opened up to anyone as much as I have to you, and to me at least that shows some pretty solid direction.’ I frowned and shook my head, my face heating up with a mixture of exasperation, awkwardness and surprise at how vocal I was being; it was as though some flustered alien had taken over my body. ‘I really need you, okay? I need you not to leave me right now, not in the middle of all this crap. If it doesn’t work out, if I never feel confident enough to be honest about us, then fine, we’ll break up and you can go start up some hot relationship with a girl who’s proud as freaking Jesus to be dating you on the outside as well. But not now.’ I looked into her warm, hazel eyes with fervour. My heart was pulsating at a hundred miles an hour. ‘Don’t you fucking give up on me now.’

Alex was quiet for several moments, clasping her hands together and appraising my face in silence. Then she cleared her throat and straightened up, her eyes narrowing as she lifted her chin in her familiar, self-assured way. ‘Fine. But can we at least tell people we’re friends? Like Mrs Bentley? So she’ll quit eyeing me suspiciously in the hallway?’

I nodded, my posture relaxing a little at the unspoken forgiveness in her expression. ‘I’ll go talk to her later.’ Then I fell silent for a moment as I gazed at her, focusing on my breathing and trying to still the ricochets of panic still bouncing around in my chest. ‘So are we good?’ I asked, hitching my workbooks a little higher under my arm. ‘Because I need to go put these away.’

She nodded. ‘Meet up later?’

‘Cricket pitch only. No rooftop.’

‘Deal.’

I told Lori and Emma I was going for a walk to clear my head after dinner, and neither of them objected. It had been a long two weeks. Alex was already at the cricket pitch when I wandered down in the dusk. There were students on the oval and a few still in the pool, which I knew would close in five or ten minutes; nobody seemed to notice or care when I bypassed them and disappeared down the side of the tennis courts.

I sank onto the ground beside Alex in silence, resting my head in the lush grass as I lay back against the embankment, just like those many weeks ago when she’d taught me how to ride a bike. Neither of us hesitated this time in searching for each other’s hands; I inhaled deeply as our fingers interlaced, closing my eyes and focusing on the warmth of her hand in mine. Gradually, very gradually, as we lay in silence taking deep breaths of the cool evening air, I was able to bring my scattered mind back down to the ground, and the world started looking a little easier to deal with again.

‘Hey, I’m sorry about earlier,’ Alex suddenly said. She turned to glance at me through the dim light, her eyes sincerely contrite. ‘Getting mad and such, you know.’

I shrugged. ‘I’d be mad if I were you.’

‘I didn’t realise you could be quite so verbose.’

‘It was a one-off.’ I closed my eyes again. I’d already figured out what it really was though, although I didn’t voice it aloud right then: I just felt so comfortable around Alex now, I no longer felt the need to hide. The torrents of emotions that normally I kept deeply hidden for fear of exposure and pain – suddenly they’d been set free.

Alex smiled and reached her free hand up to push her auburn hair off her face, then she sighed. ‘Alright. Fill me in.’

I told her everything: about the argument in the hospital, the talk with Mrs Bentley, the plans for someone to visit from Social Services, my brief visitation with Mum, and the fact that she hadn’t replied to any of my emails. Alex was silent when I finished, looking up at the sky thoughtfully, and then she drew in a short breath. ‘I wish I could fix it.’

‘There’s nothing anyone can do.’

‘You can come stay at my place over the holidays if it makes you feel any better. You know, if you still aren’t able to return home by then.’

‘Lori’s already offered.’

‘Probably for the best, I suppose. Easier to hide the fact we’re together if we’re not – you know – shacking up and all.’

I nodded and frowned. The amount of secrecy I was enforcing sounded silly when she put it like that. But there was a bank of fear that still sat heavily in my chest, no matter how much Alex meant to me now; I didn’t know its exact nature, but its presence was too prominent to ignore. When I was with Alex it seemed almost to disappear, but then we’d go our separate ways and suddenly it reared its ugly head again. Feeling downcast at the thought, I shuffled sideways and rolled onto my side to face Alex, pulling her hand up to clasp it against my chest and tucking myself into her side. A few wisps of my hair were escaping over my temples, and she reached up her spare hand and tucked them behind my ears, smiling slightly as her eyes searched my face.

She continued to stroke her fingers through my hair, her touch warm and comforting. ‘Maybe one day we could – I don’t know – just leave everything behind and go live on an island somewhere in the Caribbean.’

‘What, and become pirates or something?’

She laughed. ‘No, just live in a perfectly stress-free, liberated environment.’

‘Isn’t the Caribbean north of areas involved in illegal drug trades and civil unrest?’

‘Okay, so maybe the island is in Neverland instead.’

‘Ah, but then we’d have Captain Hook and crocodiles to deal with.’

She grinned. ‘I forgot about that bit.’ Then she looked down and studied my face for a moment before smiling mischievously. ‘You’re pretty cute, you know that?’

‘Nope.’

‘Well, you are. I mean, you’re not pretty per se. But you’ve got a beautifully defined jaw, and determined eyes. They’re daring, you know?’ She smiled, tracing her forefinger over my bottom lip. ‘And your skin is so brown, like you’ve spent your whole life outdoors.’

‘I have,’ I said, smiling slightly against her fingertip.

‘And your hair is—’

‘Boring.’

‘No, not boring. It’s straight and light brown and no-nonsense. And it makes you…tough somehow.’

‘I don’t feel tough.’

‘You are.’ She pulled her finger away from my lips.

I rolled over slowly, gazing at her as I shifted my weight over her chest, holding myself over her without hurting her. Resting my forearm in the grass beside her, I allowed my free arm to lie gently across her stomach, and I played with the gold cross around her neck quietly as I spoke. ‘Well,’ I said. ‘You’re pretty hot stuff yourself.’

She laughed.

‘It’s true.’ I let my eyes roam her face. ‘You’re proud and self-confident and full of vitality, and your eyes are deep and unfathomable. And when you speak, when you move, you come across as mature and independent and…practically undefeatable. But then,’ lowering myself to within an inch of her face, ‘you have a soft spot, which nobody can see until they really get to know you. And when they do, they realise how kind you are, underneath all that macho.’

I watched her eyes almost close, her lashes casting long shadows across her cheekbones, and then I leaned down and pressed my lips softly against hers. It wasn’t invigorating and explosive; there were no fireworks or thrills of energy running up and down my spine. But I could feel her soft lips around mine, and the smooth skin of her neck as I brushed my hands over it and ran my fingers through her hair, and her own hands exploring my waist, pulling my T-shirt up to expose my skin and trailing her fingers down my back softly. And I could see in her eyes when we paused to take a breath that she really did want to be there. She smiled, the skin around her eyes crinkling warmly as she raised her head to kiss my lips again gently, holding a hand around the back of my neck and threading her fingers through my hair.

Then she drew back to gaze at me. ‘I love you, you know.’

‘Me too.’

She raised one eyebrow playfully, and I rolled my eyes. ‘Say it,’ she said. ‘I dare you.’

I laughed and hung my head for a moment, and then sighed and looked back at her with the most sincerity and openness I’d ever felt. ‘Seriously, I love you more than I thought was ever possible.’

She smiled.

I pressed my mouth to the corner of hers softly, kissing down her jaw and following the muscles of her neck. She tilted her head back, her skin smooth and warm as I brushed my lips over it tenderly. Then I paused for a moment to breathe in the scent of her perfume, smiling at its floral scent before pulling away so I could lie down on the grass beside her. I angled myself on my side, my stomach curved against her hip, my head tucked into her neck and my chin on her shoulder. She nestled against me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and holding me against her securely.

‘Are my eyes really unfathomable?’

I nodded.

‘Yours aren’t. They can lie pretty damn well, but when I look at them hard enough, I feel like I can see right to the very darkest corner of your soul. I may not know all the facts, but I know you.’

I nodded again. ‘I can’t see into the deepest corner of your soul. It’s hidden from me, but I don’t think that’s your fault. I don’t think I can ever connect with anyone a hundred percent.’

‘You’re more connected with people than you think.’ She turned her head to kiss the top of my head, and then we both lay and watched the moon rise over the tennis court. There was a light breeze that whistled past, and the sky was clear and full of stars. I took a deep breath as though I could savour it forever, wishing life would just stop at that moment so I didn’t have to face it any more.





Relieved of Duty

I got tenser and tenser as the holidays approached, not fully aware of what was happening yet, and it wasn’t until Tuesday of the last week of school that I finally heard from my mother.

The pale blue light surrounding the curtains in the dormitory hinted at around five o’clock in the morning. I pushed back my covers and pulled my knees up to my chest, my eyes already itching with tiredness after four or five days of restless and unsatisfying sleep. After climbing down from the Dead Bed quietly, I switched on my laptop in my pyjamas and logged into my student email account. A small sigh of relief escaped my lips, and my tense shoulders relaxed a little, at the sight of the “+1” to my inbox.

I perched on the edge of my desk chair and opened up the email from Mum. I’d sent her a dozen more emails over the last few days, asking whether she was okay, whether she’d seen a doctor, whether she was at home, whether she was looking after the place, whether I could come home for the holidays… I’d even written an apology email for what I’d said at the hospital, wondering if maybe she was still angry about that. Getting in contact with her was getting more and more urgent as the holidays approached. I already had a back-up plan for myself (to stay at Lori’s, which both Lori’s parents and Mrs Bentley had approved) but I was anxious about the farm. If Mum wasn’t there, there would be nobody to look after the animals.

Suddenly there was a rustle of sheets and Emma sat up on her mattress two beds to my right. She looked at me blearily and rubbed a hand over her eyes, stifling a yawn as she glanced towards the clock mounted above the dormitory door. ‘What time is it?’

‘Quarter past five.’

‘That’s not even morning.’ She kept a voice to a minimum. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Checking emails.’

‘Has your mum replied?’ I’d kept Lori and Emma updated on everything aside from Social Services involvement. As far as they were aware, Mum was recovering from a severe bout of influenza.

I nodded in response to Emma’s question and quietly read through the email, which was ridiculously unhelpful:


Juli, been admitted to local hospital. Started medication a week ago. They want to keep an eye on me. Mum



I sighed, scrolling through my inbox to see if I’d missed any more emails from her, but I hadn’t. This was the only one. She seemed to have forgotten that I was due to return home to Warrabeela in less than four days. I clenched my teeth to hide my frustration and quickly typed a response:


Mum, holidays start this Saturday. I have to come home on Friday evening. Will you be home by then? School shuts so I can’t stay here. I don’t have any money for a flight. Are you going to come pick me up? Or do I go stay at Lori’s this holiday?? Juli



I sighed, hitting the Send button, leaning back in my chair and rubbing my eyes tiredly.

‘Is everything okay?’ Emma asked.

‘She’s in hospital.’

‘Oh my God, is she alright?’

I shrugged. I didn’t know why she’d been admitted to hospital, and I didn’t know what medication she was on; but if it was anything like mine, the school physician had said it could take up to six weeks to really start taking effect. A knot of anxiety started twisting in my gut, as I thought of the likelihood that she’d be home in time to pick me up from school on Friday, which had reached an all-time low. I logged out of my email and closed my computer, shutting the lid with deliberate care. I took a deep breath through my nose, closing my eyes and letting the air whisper through my lips slowly. Once I’d relaxed a little, I looked up at Emma, who was watching me with concern.

‘She won’t be discharged by Friday.’ I paused for a moment before shaking my head slowly and climbing back up to my bed, my hands and feet almost numb the air was so cold in the dormitory. I dragged my blankets back around me and sat with my arms circling my knees.

Emma frowned and brushed her ginger hair off her forehead before crawling carefully across Lori’s bunk bed to mine. Lori was snuggled up against the far side of her mattress, cocooned in her doona, so I didn’t think the movement would wake her, but as Emma reached me and I dragged the blankets around to encompass us both, Lori stirred, raised her head suddenly and looked over at us in confusion.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Juli’s mum is in hospital.’

Lori’s puffy eyes widened and she struggled out of her blankets clumsily, climbing over to join us as I laughed a little at her gracelessness. We bundled together at the end of my bed and I sighed, staring at my knees as it slowly dawned on me just how unmanageable things were getting. Sitting there together, and realising how close we’d become, and how little control I had over the situation, I realised there was no point in hiding the truth anymore.

‘It’s not the flu that Mum’s got.’ I glanced at them apologetically, and then gave them a brief rundown on the Social Services involvement. At their subsequent exclamations of shock, I frowned and raised a hand to warn them to keep quiet.

‘So now your mum’s in hospital?’ Emma asked. ‘You don’t reckon anything too serious has happened, do you?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. She said she started medication a week ago, but she didn’t say what for. I mean, I know I’ll be fine. I can easily stay at Lori’s this holiday if I can’t get home. But there’s no one to look after the property, and our animals don’t just feed themselves.’ I sighed, my forehead furrowing. I knew the horses in the paddock would be fine, at least for a few weeks – there was plenty of grass and the creek ran right along our boundary line. But what if the dogs were locked up? What if Mum had left the mares in the holding yard? If the troughs were even full, they might have water for a few days, but there was absolutely nothing they could eat in there.

Emma reached up an arm to squeeze my shoulder comfortingly. ‘There’ll be a way around this somehow.’

‘I don’t even know if the animals have been looked after in the last week. Mum didn’t say how long she’s been in hospital. She might have neglected the animals weeks ago and they’re all just – lying in their graves by now.’

‘I’m sure something was organised if your mum was taken to hospital,’ Lori said.

I nodded, trying to feel hopeful but failing. I propped my elbows on my knees and rested my chin in my hands, frowning into the distance. ‘I need to get back home. I don’t have any other choice. Even if it’s just for a few days to feed the animals and make sure everything’s in order.’

‘Mrs Bentley won’t let you go home alone, will she?’ Emma asked.

I shook my head.

‘I’m sure my mum would love to help out,’ Lori said, ‘but she’s got five kids, you know? And Dad works away, so it’s a little difficult to leave the house. Plus, plane tickets are – well, you know…’

I nodded.

‘Is there anyone you could ask to look after the property?’ Emma asked. ‘You know, like a neighbour or something?’

I shrugged. ‘Dunno. We’ve never really talked to our neighbours. The only contact I’ve had with them in the last ten years is when our cattle broke through one of the boundary fences.’ I gave a strangled groan of frustration suddenly, putting my hands over my face and shaking my head. ‘This is all just such a fucking mess.’

Hands chafed against my shoulder-blades gently.

‘What about your dad?’

I let my hands fall from my eyes and glanced sideways at Emma. ‘What?’

‘I mean, could your dad fly up and look after the animals for a bit?’ She shrugged, looking between us both uncertainly. ‘Maybe he could help organise things until your mum’s back up and running.’

I frowned. ‘I haven’t spoken to him in nearly two years.’

‘He lives in Melbourne now, doesn’t he?’

I nodded and then hesitated, my eyes narrowing as I shook my head dubiously. ‘I don’t know. He’s got a whole life in the city now. I can’t see him wanting to get wrapped up in all this farm shit again.’

‘He’s been a dairy farmer his entire life, Juli,’ Emma said. ‘I’m sure he’s used to farm shit by now. Besides, from what you’ve told us about what he used to be like – you know, before he left – I’m sure he’d do this for you. I mean, you’re his daughter.’

I was silent.

‘Would there be any problem in just asking him?’

I frowned as I mulled her question over, my mood rapidly turning indignant. Yes, I thought. Yes, there would be a problem. The problem was that a year and a half ago my father cheated on my mother and then suddenly picked up and left, leaving his fourteen-year-old daughter and her negligent mother with an entire farm to manage on only a third of the property’s regular income. I didn’t know how I felt about asking him for help now. I didn’t know whether I wanted to mix myself up in that again, whether I wanted to invite someone who would do those sorts of things back into my life. Most especially, I was afraid that if I went ahead and asked for his assistance, like my friends suggested, I’d just end up getting hurt again.

‘Isn’t it worth a shot?’ Lori looped an arm through mine. ‘I mean, he could help sort something out about the property at the very least. He’s sure to have connections in Warrabeela still.’

Lori had a point. And I didn’t really have many more options. Social Services weren’t going to worry about pets, that was for sure; as long as I was safe, and my mother was being looked after, then their job was done. My father seemed to be the only way out of this conundrum. Though I was hesitant at first, after a few minutes of silent reflection on Emma’s idea, I slowly came to realise that asking my dad was not a wholly inconceivable option. After all, the father that I used to know loved the animals and the farm just as much as I did. Perhaps, if I was fortunate enough, a little of that father was still there.

‘What do you think?’ Emma asked quietly.

‘I think he’s probably my last hope.’ I pursed my lips as my insides tightened with an uncomfortable mix of agitation and resentment. ‘I’ll ask Mrs Bentley to call him after breakfast.’

Emma gave my hand a gentle squeeze. ‘It’ll all work out, don’t worry.’

‘Yeah. I can’t imagine how shitty this feels.’

I scowled. ‘Enough with the sympathy already.’

They both laughed quietly, and I managed to smile a little along with them, and then we sank back against my pillow and waited until the dormitory was light enough to get dressed.

I knocked on Mrs Bentley’s office door a little after eight, having wolfed down my breakfast and asked Lori and Emma to take my pots back to the kitchen. The principal called me inside and I approached her desk quietly, my palms already clammy.

‘Hello there,’ Mrs Bentley said, looking up at me with a kind smile. ‘I was going to call you up here today. I’ve finally heard back from Social Services – they’ll be visiting you Thursday afternoon.’ She paused, the skin around her eyes tightening a little as she motioned to the padded chair on the other side of her desk. I sat down gingerly and clenched my hands together as she continued. ‘Now,’ she said gently, ‘your mother’s doing fine, so I don’t want you to worry, but she’s been admitted to hospital for a while.’

‘I know. That’s what I came to talk to you about.’ I briefly told her about the email, and then explained the dilemma with the animals and hesitantly put forward Emma’s suggestion of contacting my father.

The principal listened patiently as I spoke. Once I’d finished she nodded seriously, her fingers interlaced under her chin, and told me that she’d been pondering over the situation at home too. ‘I think your father is probably the best person to contact at this stage. He’s got a far better chance of finding someone to look after the property than I have. In any case, Social Services will look at housing you with him before anyone else in the case that you’re still not able to return home by the time the winter holidays come around.’

I frowned. ‘So are you able to call him today?’

Mrs Bentley turned to her computer with a small frown, and soon had his phone number written down on a post-it note. Then she looked up at me with a questioning look. ‘Would you like to speak to him first?’

I hesitated, looking at the post-it, and then abruptly nodded. I didn’t know what I thought speaking to him would accomplish, or whether I had an unconscious urge to lessen the shock for him of hearing from my school, but something was telling me that I should call him first. Mrs Bentley spun the phone around so it was facing me, and told me she’d be next door when I was ready for her to speak to my dad. Then she left me alone in her office.

I held the phone to my ear and dialled with shaky fingers. It was quite a while before someone picked up, and then a voice sounding deeper and gravellier than when I’d last heard it spoke, sending an unexpected quiver through my stomach and bringing an unexpected smile to my face. ‘Winters-Page residence.’

‘Dad?’ I cleared my throat, trying to repress the smile. I shouldn’t be so happy to hear his voice, I told myself. ‘It’s Juli.’

There was a moment of silence, then: ‘Juli? Oh my God. I didn’t expect to hear from you. How are you?’

His tone was friendly, less tense than I remembered, and it sent a pleasant warmth through my body. Whether it was because it brought back the few fond memories of my childhood that existed, or because it brought a sudden wave of hope that the issues with my mother and Social Services and the property could be resolved now, I wasn’t sure. I tried to deny that I was happy to hear from him, tried desperately for a brief moment to think of all that he’d done and how much pain he’d caused, but too many pictures of his smiling face as we rode together and milked the cows and raced down the paddocks on the quad bike and mower kept flashing through my mind. I tried to form words, knowing my silence was dragging on, but all I could manage was a very small “good” before tears started running down my cheeks. I raised a hand and scrubbed them away hurriedly, glad nobody was around to watch. Thankfully, my dad continued to talk, saving me the embarrassment of stammering out anything else.

‘Wow, it’s so good to finally hear your voice again.’ His tone was so full of sincerity and warmth it made an indisputable wave of happiness wash through me; the uncontrollable tears increased in number, much to my vexation. ‘I’ve tried to call a hundred times, but your mother always hangs up on me. Are you calling from school? How’s it going there?’

‘Fine.’

He paused. ‘Are those tears I hear?’

I sniffed, wiped my eyes again, and then suddenly everything spilled out in a blubbery rush. Dad let me speak without interrupting until finally I confessed to him my fears for the animals, and begged that he come home to look after the property.

‘I’m so sorry, love. I had no idea things had gotten so bad at home…although I can’t say I’m really surprised.’ He sighed suddenly. ‘Juli, I never got a chance to talk to you and explain after I moved down here with Mel. You know you did nothing wrong, right? I was having a lot of serious issues with your mother and I had no other choice at the time than to leave. I’m not saying I’m proud of – what I did…but I hope you can understand that I felt like I had no other option. One day when you’re older I’ll explain it all in more detail. For now all I need you to know is that I never ever stopped loving you and thinking about you.’

I bit down on my bottom lip as it quivered.

‘Are you still there, hon?’

‘I’m here.’ I sniffed again, frowning and tightening my grip around the phone.

‘I wish someone had called me sooner and let me know what was going on. I can’t imagine how lost you must be feeling right now.’ He paused again, and I could hear him clicking his tongue on the other end of the line. ‘Alright, how’s this?’ he said finally. ‘I can fly up for a few days, but I won’t be able to stay too long. Mel’s eight months pregnant.’

My mouth fell open. ‘What?’

‘You mum didn’t tell you? Shit. Sorry, honey. I sent her an email when we first found out and told her to tell you. I’m so sorry.’ He exhaled in frustration. ‘Anyway, I can’t leave Mel for too long at the moment, but if I come up for the weekend I can try and organise for someone to look after the farm for a little while. When does your school term end?’

‘This Friday.’

‘Have you got somewhere to stay for the holidays?’

‘My friend Lori invited me around to her place. The principal helped organise it in case Mum wasn’t out of hospital by then. They won’t let me return to the farm by myself.’

‘Fourteen’s not old enough to live alone, Juli.’

‘I’d be fully capable of running a property.’

‘I’m sure you would – I taught you myself. But you still need a parent around, hon.’

‘Social Services are coming to visit me this Thursday too.’ I hesitated. ‘I won’t have to go into foster care, will I?’

‘Heavens, no! No, no, of course not, sweetheart. If your mum really isn’t fit enough to care for you by the time the next holidays come around, you’ll come move down here with me.’

‘But what about school? What about the property?’

‘Well, let’s just see how things go for now, okay? Nothing’s been decided just yet. Look, I have to go soon I’m afraid. But I’ll chat to Mel and hopefully book a flight to Warrabeela today to sort something out up there, alright?’

‘Mrs Bentley wanted to talk to you too.’

‘I’ve got to rush off to work in ten. Can you tell her that I’ll call the school as soon as I’ve arranged something for the animals? Then I’ll chase up the hospital and this Social Services business. Don’t worry, honey, I’ll get everything organised. You don’t need to stress over this, okay? Just enjoy the last few days at school and have fun staying at your friend’s place over the holidays.’ He took a deep breath, his tone sounding more relaxed. ‘I can’t wait to hear all about what’s been going on in the last year, Juli. You can’t imagine how much I’ve missed seeing your pretty little face all streaked with mud and cow shit.’

I grinned.

‘I’ll call again soon, alright?’

‘Alright.’ We said our goodbyes and then I set the phone back in its cradle gently, a vague smile on my face and my chest feeling jittery with shock and relief.

I passed on the message to Mrs Bentley, who offered me a tissue from her desk as I sniffed the last of the tears away. She promised to organise everything with my dad, and then told me to get to class and enjoy my last few days. I met Lori and Emma on their way to their first classes, and gave them the thumbs-up. They both grinned and mirrored my gesture, and told me they were expecting a detailed rundown come lunchtime.





Emotional Sedation

Over the next few days I focused on just keeping myself busy with classes and friends. I received my grades with a deep sigh of relief: despite the D in religious studies, I’d passed all the rest of my classes on C+s, except for recreational studies, in which Mr Clifford had given me a B−. He told me I bombed out on my written exam, but he was so impressed with how well I’d performed in the practical exam, he’d been able to bump up my final grade. I had a sneaking suspicion that he knew I’d started the term not knowing how to ride a bike.

I’d lost count of how many days had passed since I’d last caught up with Alex. I’d seen her a few times out in the grounds, and we’d exchanged “hellos”, but we hadn’t been able to meet up again since the evening on the cricket pitch. There was a small pang of longing to see her resting in the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t had much time to think about our relationship what with everybody harrying to have my circumstances sorted by Friday, but I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving for autumn vacation without meeting up again, if only to say goodbye.

So I slipped inside the eleventh-grade dormitory during lunch time on Thursday, clenching a small slip of paper on which I’d written “Ledge, 11 pm? J”. I’d figured everybody would be asleep by that time, and as it was the second last day of term, and the staff seemed so concerned about me, a little bending the rules wouldn’t go amiss. Besides, it was getting a bit too chilly to sit in the wet grass of the cricket pitch now.

I walked around the room glancing at the books on the desks until I reached those with ALEX CALVIN scrawled across the front. I climbed up the ladder and dropped the note on her pillow, pulling the corner of her sheet up to my nose and breathing in with a smile.

That afternoon in modern history, Mrs Bailey allowed us to play board games for the double lesson while she marked the last few of the twelfth grade’s essays. Harvey soon sought me out from the back row, his tone sociable but his eyes guarded as he held a board game up to me questioningly. ‘Snakes and Ladders?’

‘Sure.’ I sat down opposite him and watched in silence as he set up the board and held the pieces out for me to choose a colour. We hadn’t spoken properly in weeks, not about anything of consequence; I knew he would be wondering by that stage whether I was ever going to bring up the matter of “us” again. So much had happened in the last few weeks, our date to the little French café didn’t seem like a concrete part of my reality anymore.

‘Got any plans for the holidays?’ he asked suddenly.

‘I’m staying at Lori’s.’

‘That sounds like fun.’ An awkward silence fell between us, until finally he sighed, looked up at me and gripped the dice in his fist so I had no excuse not to look at him. ‘Look, Juli… We haven’t really had a chance to talk since the café trip.’

I nodded slowly, staring at the board game and trying to focus on what number I could roll that wouldn’t send me down a snake’s tail.

‘I was wondering – you know, what was happening there. I mean…would you like to go on another date next term? Or would you rather we didn’t?’ He shrugged, rolling the dice between his palms. ‘I’m kind of getting the impression you’re not – you know, all that into me.’

My shoulders hunched forward a little in a mixture of guilt and vexation. ‘I’m sorry about that. I’ve just had a lot on my plate recently. You know, family stuff.’

He nodded. ‘Yeah, I heard what was going on with your mum. It’s cool if you don’t want to go out at the moment – you know, until everything’s been sorted out at home.’

‘No, I’d like to.’ I knew as soon as I’d said it that I shouldn’t have, realising all of a sudden how perfect that moment would have been to call our “relationship” to a halt and tell him I just wanted to be friends. I looked down at the game with a small frown, wondering what was going through his mind at my response, wondering if he believed I was into him still, or whether he’d figured out the truth by now. I didn’t get a chance to continue though, because suddenly the door of the classroom opened and a young girl spoke to Mrs Bailey in hushed tones before disappearing again. I watched Mrs Bailey search the classroom with a small frown. Then she met my eyes and beckoned me up with one finger, and I felt my body stiffen. I looked over at Harvey. ‘I have to go sorry.’

He just shrugged and sat back in his seat, staring at the board miserably as I pushed back my chair. Mrs Bailey told me in hushed tones that I was needed up at the office, and I thanked her quietly and hurried up to the administration block. When I reached the front office there was nobody in there except for the administration lady, who motioned down the hall with one hand and told me to go to Mrs Bentley’s office.

I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry and pasty, and tucked my hands in my pockets to stop my fingers trembling. I knocked on the ajar door of the principal’s office, and entered at her beckoning to see a tight-faced woman in a black pencil skirt and jacket sitting in the padded chair I usually occupied.

Mrs Bentley smiled and gestured to the spare seat. ‘Julianne, this is Dona Bradford. She’s a social worker at the Brisbane Department of Child Safety.’

I nodded tightly, not sure whether to feel relieved or nervous, and pressed my lips together, pushing my shoulders back in automatic defence as I shook her outstretched hand.

‘Please have a seat, Juli,’ Mrs Bentley said.

Miss Bradford rotated her body partially towards me, holding a clipboard in her lap. She spoke to me in an uncaring voice that said clearly she’d been in her job too long. I tried to ignore her nasal tone and focus instead on what she was saying. ‘I’ve been in contact with the hospital where your mother is staying. She’s been admitted to the mental health unit at Warrabeela General for the next month or so. The doctors suspect an underlying personality disorder is at play, but a diagnosis like that can take months, sometimes even years. So for now she’s been treated for anxiety and depression and being held under observation. With that in mind, everyone is in agreement that she’s unfit to care for you at the moment. Do you understand?’

I felt my old familiar scowl creep over my face, and I settled back in the chair and crossed my arms over my chest. I disliked her cold, blunt manner and wasn’t much concerned with trying to hide that. ‘Yes,’ I said.

As Miss Bradford’s eyes narrowed, the principal cut in gently to relieve some of the tension between us. ‘Your mother won’t be in there forever, Juli.’ She leant forward and clasped her hands together. ‘But until the treatment fully kicks in and her health has been reassessed, it’s not appropriate for you to return to living with her.’

‘What about the property?’

‘Your father called earlier and said he’s flying to Warrabeela tomorrow and staying over the weekend. He’s going to organise for someone to housesit the farm until further arrangements can be made.’

‘Where do I go?’

‘Your residency during school holidays,’ Miss Bradford said, ‘if you intend on remaining at St Peter’s, will be to move in with your father in Melbourne. If this is unable to be arranged, you will be placed in temporary foster care in Brisbane. These arrangements will then of course continue until your mother has recovered to the extent that she can parent you.’

I frowned. However anxious I was about living in the city, leaving behind the life in the country that I knew, and intruding on my father’s new home, I had to admit it sounded more appealing than a foster home in Brisbane. Besides, it was only a temporary arrangement, I reminded myself. Surely my mother would be able to return home before the winter holidays, and then I could move back in with her and life could continue as normal. And if I stayed at Lori’s this holiday, then there would be no requirement to find any sort of placement for me, family or otherwise. I voiced my idea aloud to Mrs Bentley, ignoring the social worker’s sour looks.

Mrs Bentley nodded and looked at Miss Bradford questioningly. ‘I have already received permission both from Lori’s parents and Julianne’s father for her to spend this holiday in Sydney with the Matthews.’

‘Well, if permission has already been granted from a legal guardian then there’s no issue. If Julianne stays with her friend this holiday, the situation can be reassessed towards the end of next term.’ She started stacking the documents on her lap into a pile and tucking them back in the briefcase at her feet. ‘Well, if that’s the decision that’s been made, then Social Services has no need to intervene on Julianne’s behalf at the time being. I’ll be in contact next term.’ Then suddenly she straightened, rose to her feet, retrieved her briefcase from the floor, nodded shortly at each of us in turn, and briskly walked out of the office.

Mrs Bentley raised her eyebrows at me. ‘I guess that’s that then,’ she said, her tone startled. She took a deep breath and shook her head a few times as though to clear her thoughts. ‘Are you happy with the decision that’s been made, Juli?’ After I nodded my head a fraction, she smiled at me approvingly. ‘Good. You’re free to return to class then.’

I passed most of that afternoon in silence. My mood was so flat and dejected after all the hype with Social Services that I was thinking by bedtime it might be a relief to have someone to talk to about it. But by the time it came for me to sneak out of my dormitory and meet Alex upstairs on the roof, I was so sick of worrying about Mum, and the property, and my current state of homelessness, that I wanted just to push it all as far from my mind as possible.

I presumed Alex had found and understood my note, because when I reached the attic shortly after eleven that night, she was perched on the edge of a pile of suitcases, a bundle of fabric in her lap. She grinned when she saw me and got to her feet, brushing the dust off her behind and following me to the gabled window and out onto the ledge. Thankfully, she didn’t ask me how things were going. Instead she lowered herself to the rough floor, tucked her knees into her chest, and shook out the bundle of fabric, which turned out to be a woven blanket. I sat down beside her and scooted close enough that our hips were touching, and then she draped the blanket around us both and shifted to wrap an arm around my shoulders. I nestled into her side and rested my head in the crook of her neck, wriggling and shuffling my bum forward until I was settled against her comfortably, my shoulder tucked under her arm.

I took a slow, deep breath of the cool night air to calm my frazzled nerves. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

She nodded, pulling her phone out of her pocket with her free hand and tapping in her passcode. ‘I know. You can fill me in next term.’ She thumbed through her music library, selecting Carta Blanca and setting the volume to a comfortable background level.

I sighed and rested against her, warm and comfortable with the blanket tucked around us, but too emotionally sedated to bring myself to smile. ‘What are you doing over the holidays?’

Alex shrugged, leaning her head back against the brickwork and taking a deep breath. ‘Catching up on sleep, vegging out in front of the television for days on end, hiding out in my bedroom so I don’t have to babysit my brother. Oh, and listening to podcasts. One of my friends introduced me to them last week. I’m hooked for life now.’

‘What are podcasts?’

‘They’re hard to explain. Hold on.’ She switched her phone back on and scrolled through an unfamiliar app until she selected a file and pressed play. ‘This one’s hilarious. Mostly because you would never believe that someone could talk for an hour about cats.’

She settled back against the wall, holding me against her firmly and falling silent as the podcast – which sounded very much like a talk-show on television, except without the pictures – commenced. We sat for the entire hour in complete stillness, huddled up together under the blanket, our eyes closed and an exhausted calm settling over us as the chilly night air nipped at our faces. I didn’t speak again until the podcast had finished.

‘I didn’t know cats’ whiskers were the same width as their body.’

‘I know. Interesting, huh?’

I listened in silence for a moment to Carta Blanca. ‘What’s the song about?’

She paused, glancing out into the night sky, which was freckled with stars and a crescent moon. Then she took another meditative breath and shrugged. ‘About finding freedom to be yourself. She grew up in a strict family, and her parents wanted her to go into science or business or something. I’m fairly sure her dad owned one of the big manufacturing companies in New York, something to do with food production. Anyway, Jameson wanted to pursue her music instead – and obviously became pretty successful with it. It was only after she’d made a name for herself that she wrote Carta Blanca. She wanted to tell people that trying to reconcile what you want with what the rest of the world wants is not worth the struggle. After realising that for herself of course she upped and left with her guitar and began her career as a singer-songwriter, finally free to do what she wanted – that’s what the carta blanca part means.’

‘It’s almost embarrassing how much trivia you know about that song.’

‘It’s embarrassing how much you know about animal faeces.’

‘At least my knowledge comes in handy.’

‘Yeah, because that’s the sort of information I want to know when I’m walking ’round on my days off: Ooh, I wonder what kind of shit that is lying on the ground over there?’

I grinned. ‘I meant on the farm.’

‘Yeah, I still wouldn’t be walking ’round examining manure. I’d be galloping across the countryside with the wind in my hair. And if you’re going to research a singer in-depth, Herrie Jameson is the way to go. At least her songs explore real issues. If I ever become a writer, that’s what I’ll do – write about important stuff.’

I glanced up at her. ‘You want to be a writer?’

She shrugged, her cheeks flushing in the moonlight. ‘Well, I’ve been writing on and off for years. I can’t say I’m brilliant at it, but I’d love to get published one day.’ Then she cleared her throat and checked the time on her phone. ‘Do you want to listen to another podcast before we go back inside? There’s a really interesting one about Mount Vesuvius in here somewhere.’ And so we listened to a man talk about volcanoes until Alex’s phone died, before returning to our beds in meditative silence.





Holiday Weight

‘This is the life, isn’t it?’ Lori stretched out on her beach towel and smiled, closing her eyes as the afternoon sunshine fanned her face.

I was sitting cross-legged on the sand beside her, her spare sunglasses almost slipping off the end of my nose and my weathered Akubra looking out of place among all the broad-brimmed, patterned beach hats. We’d spent a relaxing two weeks at Lori’s apartment in Sydney, watching television, chatting, window-shopping and entertaining her two younger sisters. I also met Lori’s younger brother, and her elder brother John, whom I’d seen around school a few times but had never officially spoken to. Lori’s mother and father had taken us all camping to the beach for the last three days of the holidays. The four tents had been pitched on a grassy level just outside the boundary of the local caravan park, with the sand dunes to the left. We intended to stay until Sunday afternoon and then drive back into Sydney in time to catch the early morning flight to Brisbane on Monday.

‘It’s a shame Emma couldn’t join us,’ I said.

‘She’ll be along for the next one I’m sure,’ Lori said. Then she rolled onto her stomach and grinned at me. ‘Are you excited about seeing Harvey again?’

I smiled. ‘Sure. What about Gideon? Have you spoken at all since term one broke up?’

Lori’s face turned dreamy as she collapsed on her back again and crossed her arms under her head. ‘We’ve been texting each other all holidays. He’s so sweet, you know. He sends me goodnight texts with little kisses and says sweet dreams and everything, and he told me a few days ago that when he first met me two years ago he was just drawn to me like a moth to a flame. I mean, how romantic is that?’

I tried not to gag.

‘He asked if I’d like to go out again one weekend when we get back to school. I said yes of course. Oh, and he’s caught up with Harvey a few times over the spring holidays – they live pretty close by, you know.’ She glanced at me with a sly look. ‘Harvey’s been saying lots about you.’

I stiffened a little but kept my expression composed. ‘Like what?’

She shrugged, smiling to herself. ‘Just this and that, you know. He really likes you. Gideon said that Harvey said that he’s never liked anyone as much as he likes you. He said he’s been wanting to kiss you for months, but he just never gets the chance. Something always seems to go wrong, or something bad happens and he doesn’t want to upset you by making a move.’ Lori rolled onto her side and looked at me so intently that I widened my eyes a little. ‘Why does everything keep going wrong with you two?’

I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, you’ve seen him every single meal-time, every class you have with him and a million times in the school grounds. What could possibly be keeping you two from kissing?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Don’t you want to kiss him?’

‘Of course I do.’ I looked at the sand between our towels as I trailed my fingers through it softly. ‘I just – I don’t know, there’s just always something on my mind, I guess. It kind of kills the romance.’

She nodded, then chewed on her bottom lip thoughtfully. ‘Are you sure you still like him? I mean, usually if two people like each other that much, they’ll find time to make out, they won’t just wait for it to happen on its own. Is there someone else you like? One of the other guys?’

I shook my head, avoiding her eyes. ‘Honestly, I just have a lot going on. And anxiety decreases sex drive, did you know that?’

‘Ew.’ She screwed up her face, making me laugh a little in amusement. ‘I wasn’t talking about sex.’

I shrugged. ‘You know, most kids have already had sex by our age.’

‘Well, I sure haven’t.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘And Gideon and I most certainly aren’t up to there yet.’ She hesitated. ‘Have you – you know…ever had sex?’

I raised my eyebrows, but at least could answer truthfully on this one. ‘No.’

‘Do you reckon Harvey could…you know…?’

I pressed my lips. ‘I can’t imagine it would be that easy to have sex in a boarding school without the staff finding out.’ I was getting uncomfortable with the conversation, and so I decided to change the topic as I looked out at the sea – which was clear and blue in the late afternoon sunshine – and the few families enjoying the last few hours of the day on the beach. ‘We should head back up to the tents and see if your parents need any help cooking dinner.’

Lori nodded slowly, then frowned as she sat up and dusted sand off her legs. She glanced at me with slight suspicion. ‘Are you sure there’s nobody else?’

I looked at her unblinkingly, a scowl tempting my face. ‘Lori, there’s no one else. Give it a rest.’

‘Okay, okay,’ holding her hands up with her palms towards me. ‘I was just checking. I don’t want to see Harvey get his heart broken, that’s all. If you like him, that’s cool. If you don’t, you’ve been stringing him on for a long time now.’

I rolled my eyes, pushing myself to my feet and shaking my towel out. ‘Come on, I’m hungry.’

I tried to ignore the pang of guilt that had resettled in my stomach after two blissful weeks of not having to think about anything but myself. Lori was right of course; I had been stringing Harvey on for a long time now. I’d never wanted to hurt anybody, least of all the new friends I’d made, but I knew it had gone on for too long now for that not to happen. I’d contemplated more and more as the weeks had worn on just coming out and telling everyone the truth, but I still couldn’t bring myself to do it. That bundle of fear that permanently abided in my chest hadn’t lessened or budged since the beginning of last term. Most of it, I suspected, revolved around the uncertainty of what people would think and say, but a good part also stemmed around my mother, especially now she was in hospital. I was scared that her finding out about me would somehow separate us beyond the point of no return. There was still hope after all that Mum and I could salvage our relationship, and one day work through the struggles we’d encountered, and patch up the fractures in the cracked, two-way lens through which we both viewed each other. But telling her I was a lesbian now, after all the stress we’d both been through, might just push her over the edge…and I was terrified that once she’d surpassed it, I would never be able to reach her again.

The flight to Brisbane Monday morning was uneventful, except for Lori’s elder brother throwing up in the toilet. I spent the majority of the trip in silence, thinking about Mum and wondering how she was doing, and thinking about the animals at home and calculating how long it would be before I got to see them again. Dad had explained over the phone the Friday morning before school finished that he’d organised for our neighbour Shane to take care of the property until my mother returned – that had allayed my fears for the animals at least. The only information Dad had on my mother though was what Mrs Bentley and the social worker had already brought to light.

Our flight landed at a little past seven in the morning, and we caught the St Peter’s bus back to the school along with fifty or so other students who lived too far to drive. Lori’s mum gave us both a hug and a kiss before departing, telling us to call her if we needed anything. I thanked her for having me over the holidays, and she smiled kindly and said: ‘Anytime, love.’

The bus drive from Brisbane airport to St Peter’s was quiet only to start with. Lori and I had played Hangman on the back of her plane ticket for less than ten minutes before we were suddenly interrupted by a low clearing of the throat behind us. We both turned our heads to see Courtney Goddard saunter down the aisle and drop into the seat opposite us, her mouth cocked in a jaunty smile as she draped an arm over the back of the chair. I was surprised to see her – and so was Lori by the looks of it – as neither of us had noticed her at the airport when we’d landed; perhaps she’d already boarded the shuttlebus.

I looked over at Courtney with careful disinterest, my teeth clenching invisibly inside my mouth. I’d initially thought that if we couldn’t be friends, we could at least settle on a mutual respect for one another, but the smugness with which she smirked at us now showed that had been hoped in vain.

‘Howdy all,’ she said, her bright blue eyes glinting. ‘How were your holidays?’

‘Good thanks,’ Lori said. ‘Yours?’

‘Oh, fine, fine. I spent most of the time lazing ’round with Rowan – you know Rowan, right? Rowan Jeffery? Grade above us? In the combined maths extension?’

Lori nodded slowly. ‘Sure, I know Rowan. So are you two going out now?’

‘Not officially, but there’s definitely a spark there.’ Courtney smiled smugly before the skin around her eyes tightened and she turned to face me suddenly, her expression a mixture of suspicion and morbid curiosity. ‘I heard about your mother. That’s some lousy shit having her taken to a mental asylum. It must be hard to have such a fucked-up family.’

I scowled. ‘Not as hard as it is to realise what a gullible dipshit you are. You shouldn’t believe everything you hear around the playground.’

‘Well, excuse me. I promise I’ll dismiss that source as soon as we get back, the lying little prat. Nice tone you got going there though, Julianne. You sound as though you’re fighting the impulse to smash my face into the window.’

‘I am.’

She laughed sardonically. ‘That’d be a good start, wouldn’t it? Expelled before you even got through the gates for second term. How many times did they almost kick you out last term? I lost count after the third.’

‘It wasn’t that many times,’ Lori said, rolling her eyes. ‘Besides, Juli’s not well. It’s not her fault.’

Courtney raised her eyebrows interestedly. ‘I didn’t know you weren’t well. What’s wrong with you?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with me,’ I said.

‘Is it like what’s wrong with your mother? You know, like your brain is screwed up or something? Because that’d make some major cool stories for the grandkids. By the way, pretty much the whole school knows by now what went down with your personal life at the end of last term. Just a little heads up.’

I frowned, turning my face to the window.

‘It’s not my fault,’ Courtney said. ‘Honest. I just made the mistake of telling one person after overhearing Emma talking with Miss Wheaton, and then the news spread like wildfire. You know how it is in a boarding school – what John Doe had for breakfast would make its way around if it was interesting enough.’

My teeth clenched as I avoided her gaze. I knew she was intentionally trying to wind me up, but I was determined to resist the violent impulses that kept coursing through me.

‘I actually feel kind of sorry for you. I mean, on top of your mother being detained for potential insanity, now you’re – well, homeless, and parentless, and in the process of being admitted to the loony bin yourself.’

I locked my fists by my sides, feeling my face heat up with anger as I glared down the front of the bus. My knees were starting to jiggle up and down imperceptibly; it was only a matter of time, I thought, before one of them tried to force its way up Courtney’s behind.

‘Plus…didn’t I hear somewhere that your dad was facing charges or something? There was a rumour circulating that he did something really stupid – you know, like petty theft or something.’ She shrugged, her eyes narrowed. ‘Maybe I got that bit wrong…but it wouldn’t surprise me, you know. Having a disabled ex and daughter would send anyone around the bend.’

‘I’m not fucking disabled,’ I said, turning to glower at her suddenly.

Courtney’s smile fell. ‘Well, maybe not, like, severely disabled or anything. But mental illness is still classed as an intellectual disability, my mum said so. Besides, don’t you have, like, a learning disability as well?’

I stood up from my seat, furiously glaring at her with my fists by my sides, surprised at how sharply her words had struck a chord. ‘I don’t have any disability, you bitch. And I don’t have a mental illness either. I’m as normal as your fucking John Doe. Why are you suddenly attacking me like this anyway? Did you just get bored of sitting on your fat, lazy ass? You’re pathetically small friend pool is going to get even smaller if you keep treating people this way. And it’s absolutely laughable that you think you feel sorry for me. Let me tell you that you’ll never feel half as sorry for me as I do for you. That little spark that’s kindling between you and Rowan Jeffery? I’m more likely to climb Mount Everest than you two are to go out – in fact, I’m more likely to climb Mount Everest than you are to start dating anyone. Just look at yourself, Courtney. You’re nothing but a spiteful little turd whose idea of feeling “sorry” for someone is to taunt them and throw callous insults in their face. I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but there’s no way any guy’s ever going to take you. You’re arrogant, you’re spiteful, and, to be brutally honest, you’ve put on a few pounds over the holidays. Trust me, it’s better if you go fuck yourself now than try and hold out for some petty romance that will never, ever happen.’

Courtney glowered at me, and I realised in between shallow, hoarse breaths that I may have overdone it a little. But frenzied energy was pumping through my veins and I couldn’t bring myself to care. The flash of hurt in her eyes was swiftly replaced by a heated glare of loathing.

‘You’re such a bitch, you know that?’ she said. ‘And I hope you do end up in foster care. Maybe then you’ll be placed with someone capable of beating you into – I don’t know – a half-decent excuse of a human being.’

‘Maybe your own parents could take a leaf out of that wish list of yours.’ I glared at her fiercely. ‘Or maybe, you know, they could just take you down to the river to have your soul exorcised.’

She scowled at me, her face and neck red and her nostrils flared with anger. Then she rose suddenly from her seat and stalked back down the aisle without another word. I slumped back in my seat as she disappeared, ignoring the eyes that had been watching our exchange, and purposefully avoiding Lori’s gaze beside me.

‘That was a bit harsh,’ she said.

‘Nobody’s ever said you were fucking disabled,’ I snapped.

She hesitated. ‘No, but still…’ She lowered her voice. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t heard about Courtney’s past weight issues. She very nearly ended up in hospital – you know, with anorexia. The doctors had to give her this intensive course of protein supplements and meds to make her hungry and stuff, just to get her back to average weight.’

Angry guilt curled in my stomach. I hadn’t heard about Courtney’s weight issues, and as much as I disliked her, anorexia was not a path I would send anyone down willingly. What if my ignorant words had triggered something dangerous in her head? She might not have even intended the “disability” to be an insult in the first place. That made what I’d said sound even worse somehow. However much I regretted what I’d said though, my ego got the best of me. ‘I’m not saying sorry. You don’t go around insulting people’s family and mental health.’

Lori shrugged and didn’t say anything more on the matter. Whether she agreed with me or just didn’t want to rile me any further, I wasn’t too sure.

The bus pulled up outside the gates shortly before eight o’clock. Students were already milling around the grounds, heaving suitcases and bags to dormitories and chatting about their activities of the previous two weeks. I followed Lori in stony silence to our dormitory and we unpacked our belongings without speaking either to each other or the few other girls who were already there.

Despite my stubbornness, I knew I needed to apologise to Courtney for what I’d said to her on the bus. So I finished unpacking hurriedly and then lurked outside the door to the dormitory, waiting for her to appear from downstairs. I tried to catch her eye as she headed down the hall towards the dorm, and when she continued to ignore me, I stepped in front of her to block her path and forced her to make eye contact with me. My apology jolted out in a less than friendly tone, but I comforted myself with the fact that it was better than it not coming out at all. ‘I’m sorry for what I said.’

‘Whatever.’ Courtney pushed past me with her bag and disappeared inside the dorm.

I felt irritated and a little scared of what the other girls would think when Courtney told them what I’d said, so rather than wait for my reputation to implode, I turned down the staircase, shouldered past a few eleventh-grade girls coming up, and headed outside. The beach had helped alleviate some of my claustrophobia over the holidays, but I was rapidly feeling cooped up again now I was back at St Peter’s.

I saw a tall, familiar redhead in the distance heading towards the girls’ dormitory complex with her friends, and so I lingered by the open doorway with my hands in my pockets, watching them in silence and waiting. Alex looked up a few metres away and smiled at seeing me, raising her free hand to her shoulder and waving it discreetly.

I smiled back half-heartedly.

Her eyes turned puzzled, and she hung back from the dormitories, gesturing Sarah upstairs ahead of her. ‘I’ll be right there,’ she said, then lowered her voice as she glanced at me. ‘Good holidays?’

‘The best.’

Her eyes narrowed in a wary frown. ‘What’s the matter?’

I shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter. How were your holidays?’

‘They were great. We drove down to visit relatives on the Gold Coast.’

I nodded.

She looked at me seriously, her eyes narrowing. ‘Do you want to talk about it? I can go dump my bags and we can go somewhere quiet.’

I debated her offer quietly for a minute before pursing my lips and shaking my head. I didn’t want to admit what I’d said to Courtney, which was sounding more and more malicious every moment I kept thinking about it. ‘It’s not important.’

She nodded, reaching a hand up and pushing a strand of her hair behind one ear.

My eyes roamed her face, which was freckled from the holidays, and I noticed her once-long auburn hair was just brushing her shoulders now. ‘You’ve cut your hair.’

Alex pushed her shoulders back and looked at me uncertainly, my accusatory tone tipping her off. ‘Something’s definitely up. Come on, I’ll drop my bags upstairs and then we’ll go chill somewhere for a bit. The library’s probably going to be quiet on the first day back.’

I dropped my chin to my chest and nodded reluctantly, following her upstairs to the eleventh-grade dormitory. Once there, she dropped her bag on her desk and started to unpack while I climbed up the ladder of her bunk and perched on the edge of her bare mattress. There were a few other eleventh graders folding their clothes into their dressers, but no one seemed remotely interested that I was in their room. Sarah even smiled to me as she passed from her bunk beside Alex’s.

I frowned after her as she disappeared towards the bathroom, and then I leant over and rested my chin in my hand. ‘Does Sarah know about us?’

Alex upturned her face to me, her eyes apologetic. ‘I couldn’t help it,’ she whispered after a brief hesitation. ‘She figured it out on her own, I promise. But I couldn’t lie to her after that. Have you heard me try to lie? I sound like I’m trying to convince someone I was born with two heads.’

I found myself smiling a little, unexpectedly calm and unworried that Sarah knew. ‘It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.’ Then I shrugged one shoulder. ‘I should give you a few pointers if you’re that bad of a liar. Rule number one, don’t look them directly in the eye – always look a few millimetres to the left of the pupil.’

‘You just made that up.’ She smiled and shook her head, turning her gaze to a blue and green shirt draped over her arm. ‘Sarah doesn’t care, by the way. She’s known that I’m gay for a while now.’

‘She doesn’t disapprove of me?’

She raised one eyebrow at my sarcastic tone and turned her head to survey the suddenly empty room. I’d been so absorbed in our exchange I hadn’t noticed the other students leave, and now we were the only ones left in the dormitory. I was startled as suddenly Alex turned back towards me, pulled herself up onto the bottom rung of the ladder, and caught my lips in a swift kiss, holding her spare hand behind my head. She pulled back and grinned at me, her hazel eyes bright but contemptuous. ‘Of course not, you idiot.’

I rolled my eyes, chewing on my bottom lip as my mouth tingled from her touch. I hoped my cheeks weren’t turning pink. I cleared my throat at the thought and hunched my shoulders over, watching her from above as she folded the last few of her items and stashed them in her chest of drawers.

‘You seem to have this image in your head of everybody within this school hating you,’ Alex said, her tone matter-of-fact and a little annoyed. ‘I mean, everyone knows you’ve had a few ups and downs since you arrived, but it’s not like biblical times, you know. We’re not all going to dump you in the middle of the oval and throw rocks at you. And nobody but Sarah knows, by the way. About you and me, I mean. Unless you told anyone.’

I shook my head.

‘Well, we’re still undercover then. Seriously though, people wouldn’t react as badly as you—’

I sighed tiredly, cutting her off. ‘Can we not do this now?’

She glanced at me, nodding slowly. ‘Sure.’

Once she’d finished unpacking, she tossed her empty bag onto the pile in the hallway to be taken to the attic, and then we made our way to the library, which was as empty as Alex had predicted. The librarian glanced at us as we passed the front desk and then returned to her computer screen before we’d even made it past the first aisle. Alex grabbed my hand unashamedly after we were out of eyeshot, and pulled me down the steps behind the junior fiction section. She guided me past the senior shelves to where three bean bags were resting against the wall. We dropped into one each and Alex sighed, nestling into her bean bag and turning her head to face me. ‘So what happened?’

I shrugged, staring at the ceiling, feeling less guilty than emotionally traumatised now. Perhaps the stress of Mum being in hospital and the pressure to be happy for two weeks at Lori’s was finally driving me into the ground too deep to dig my way back out again. ‘I said something stupid.’

‘That sounds like you.’

I glared at her as she chuckled. ‘I’m serious.’

She fell silent as her eyes settled on the side of my face. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said something to Courtney Goddard about her weight on the bus. I mean, that wasn’t the only thing I said – I said a lot of bitchy stuff to her – but that was probably the worst, considering…you know, what she’s been through.’ I sighed, closing my eyes and shaking my head. ‘She was insulting me and I just lost it. I should’ve just ignored her.’

‘Hadn’t you heard of her past weight issues before then?’

‘Obviously not, or I wouldn’t have said something like that. I’m not an idiot.’

‘You don’t reckon it’s a bit of a touchy subject even for people who haven’t had an eating disorder?’ Alex paused thoughtfully, ignoring the irritated glare I flashed her and frowning towards the highest shelf of books looming in front of us. ‘Well,’ she finally said, glancing at me with raised eyebrows, ‘I must say I never expected you’d feel so remorseful about something like this.’

‘It’s flattering how highly you think of me.’

‘I meant that as a compliment.’

‘So you don’t think it’s serious?’

Alex frowned. ‘She had fucking anorexia, Juli. You don’t pick on people with histories like that.’

‘She started it. She called me and Mum disabled.’

‘She said that? Damn, that’s low…even for Courtney.’

I sighed when she didn’t offer anything else. ‘So what do I do?’

Alex pressed her lips together and shrugged. ‘There’s nothing you really can do. Did you apologise?’

‘Yes, and I’m not the best at body-language, but I’m fairly sure it was unaccepted.’

‘Well, our Courtney’s not exactly known for her forgiving nature, is she? Don’t worry, she’ll hold a grudge for a while, but sooner or later she’ll forget about it.’ Alex puckered her lips and frowned. ‘I would keep an eye on her if I were you though. Knowing Courtney, she probably won’t tell anybody else about what you said.’

‘Are you kidding me? I thought she’d start telling everyone what a bitch I am first chance she got.’

‘Not if you picked on her weight. That’s a deeply private and haunting matter to her.’

‘You’re not making me feel any better about this.’

‘I’m not trying to. I’m your girlfriend. It’s my prerogative to tell you when you’ve been a dick…and this is one of those times.’

I turned to scowl at her. ‘Seriously, Alex.’

She grinned back at me, smiling with humour though a flicker of sincere remorse flashed briefly in her eyes. ‘Sorry,’ she said, her affect sobering. ‘Well, maybe just watch her discreetly for a few days, make sure she didn’t take what you said on board. I’m sure it will all just blow over. Besides, lessons start tomorrow, and we only have nine weeks this term. It’s not likely Courtney will have much time to dwell on this.’ Alex glanced at me, nudging me gently with her elbow. ‘Don’t stress, okay? It’ll smooth out eventually. You’re really cute when you’re worried, by the way. Did you know that?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘I must reside in a permanent state of cuteness then.’

She smiled, then drummed her fingers over the back of my hand. ‘Yeah, you do.’ I watched her hand for a moment before upturning my own and lacing my fingers through hers. ‘It’ll get easier though,’ she said. ‘It just so happens that every worry you could possibly have to deal with has hit you all at once this time around. You’ll just have to ride it out for now…and pray to God that everything sorts itself out, because you don’t have a fucking chance on your own.’

I laughed bitterly. ‘I can’t argue with that.’

‘Will you fill me in on what happened at the end of last term?’

I nodded. ‘Of course.’





Taking Control

I kept an eye on Courtney as Alex had suggested, but she showed no sign of being affected by my careless insult. She spent no more time in the bathroom than usual, she showed no symptoms of sudden weight loss or low self-esteem. The only thing different was that rather than banter with me contemptuously, she started to ignore my presence completely; given the tactless offences we’d hurled at each other on the bus though, that wasn’t so much of a bad thing.

By Friday I’d received the term’s assessments for every single one of my subjects, and the workload was so overwhelmingly massive, I could only sit at my desk Friday afternoon after classes staring at my workbooks vacantly. Lori and Emma found me in this position after fifteen or so minutes and approached me cautiously.

‘Is everything okay, Juli?’ Emma asked.

I turned to face them and nodded, raising my eyebrows. ‘Yeah, of course. Just thinking.’ I did wonder idly whether I was getting a little burned out, but decided not to voice this fear aloud.

‘Well, come on then,’ Lori said. ‘Let’s get changed and go down to the rec room. Maybe we can have a game of air hockey or something.’

I dragged on some jeans and a T-shirt and pulled my hair back into a ponytail before following them downstairs. I tucked my hands in my pockets as we entered the rec room, where twenty or so students were lolling about on the couches, playing pool and Foosball, and snacking from a bag of jelly snakes that somebody had thought to bring along. Lori looped her arm through mine and guided me along as I blinked unseeingly, thinking back vaguely to the first time I’d had a panic attack in the recreation room and had tried to run away.

I jumped as suddenly a hand touched my shoulder from behind, and I turned with a start of surprise to see Courtney standing with her arms folded, flanked by Miranda and Hilary. I opened my mouth but didn’t seem to know what to say to her.

‘We’re good now, right?’

I just looked at her, unable to fully register what she was saying for a while. ‘What?’

‘After the bus?’ She narrowed her eyes, watching me with confusion. ‘You know, our little catfight thing?’

‘Oh.’ I shut my mouth and swallowed. ‘Sure. We’re good.’

‘Fantastic.’ She exhaled, shrugging. ‘Miranda told me I should accept your apology, that’s all.’ She smiled almost pleasantly and held out a hand. ‘Besides, I’m not stupid enough to listen to any fuckwit comment you make, so…truce?’

I shook her hand carefully, frowning. There was something distrustful in the way she was looking at me, something much too innocent and coy for Courtney Goddard. I rolled my shoulders back and tried not to dwell on it, knowing I was probably just being paranoid. Courtney turned on one heel and linked her arms through Miranda’s and Hilary’s, towing them away from us without another word. Lori, Emma and I exchanged confused glances before shrugging. It was probably better to just let that one go for now, I thought. My guilt over what I’d said to Courtney had gradually subsided as the first week of school had progressed; clearly though, there hadn’t been much need to feel guilty in the first place.

Lori, Emma and I spent the whole weekend on the school grounds, borrowing out books from the library for our assignments, swimming for an hour on Sunday morning before climbing out with blue lips, and playing tennis in the afternoons with Alex and her eleventh-grade friends. Lori and Emma seemed to have wordlessly accepted that I was good friends with Alex now, whether they suspected we were seeing each other or not. As it turned out in any case, Emma knew Sarah from her old primary school, so they were more than happy for us all to hang out. Alex and I kept our interactions casual in front of the others, but she upped her haughtiness and bantered with me more as well, her hazel eyes glittering with mirth only she and I understood.

The following Monday afternoon after maths, Alex grabbed a fistful of my blouse from behind on my walk back to the dormitories, and tugged me to a halt. I spun to face her, glad to find we were alone and free to converse with some degree of normalcy.

‘What are your plans for tonight?’ she asked.

I shrugged, holding up my maths textbook with a tired frown.

‘Study session at the cricket pitch then?’

‘What, five minutes of making out for every equation I solve correctly?’

She smiled. ‘Sounds like a good deal to me. Kill two birds with one stone.’

‘Alright.’ I nodded slowly. ‘Meet you there at seven. Bring a torch.’

‘Yeah, right. Like we’re really going to get homework done.’ She threw me a grin and a flirtatious wink as she turned around towards the administration block.

I was planning on finishing my English homework at my desk until dinner, but Miss Wheaton suddenly entered the dorm and headed in my direction. She pushed her blonde hair off her face as she came to stand beside me, her tone calm but her eyes sombre.

‘Julianne, your father will call through to my office in half an hour or so with an update on your mother. The principal wants to have a chat to you tomorrow morning during first period, but your dad said he’d like to speak with you first.’

I nodded slowly, feeling an abrupt fluttering of panic in my stomach at the gravity of her tone. I cleared my throat uneasily. ‘Is everything alright?’

‘Mrs Bentley didn’t give me much information. I’m sure your dad will tell you what’s going on.’ She patted my shoulder reassuringly, but her face was clouded with doubt. ‘If you need me I’ll be supervising the rec room.’

I was too worried to concentrate on my homework. I was barely able to register when the rest of the tenth-grade girls showed up and Courtney addressed everyone. She hung from one arm halfway up the ladder of her bunk and called everyone to attention in a demanding tone. I turned on my chair to face her, my eyes unfocused and a dull ringing in my ears making it hard to hear her.

‘Hey guys,’ she said. ‘So, those of you studying film and media will know we have to make a five-minute documentary this term. I’m going to do mine on being female in grade ten – you know, looking at sexism and all that. So I’ll be collecting some footage of me and Miranda and a couple of the guys, etc. Mrs Morris said we had to ask permission if anyone else featured in it, so none of you mind if you appear in the background occasionally, do you?’

I shook my head vaguely as there were a few confident “that’s fine” and one terrified squeak of “not me” from Hilary. I didn’t bother myself with it after that. I didn’t particularly care if I appeared in the background, and I had more important things to worry about. I frowned a little as she caught my eyes from across the room after her announcement and smiled at me. My eyes narrowed a fraction, but the suspicion that suddenly started to nag at my gut was replaced quickly by a hollow feeling as Miss Wheaton poked her head around the doorway and motioned to me silently with one finger.

I followed her through to her office and picked up the phone on the desk, sinking into the chair and clenching my fingers into a fist a few times to bring some feeling back into them. I held the phone to my ear, my head clearing a little as I heard Dad’s voice on the other end.

‘How’s Mum doing?’

‘She’s fine, honey.’ He took a deep breath. ‘There’s been a few minor incidents, but I don’t want you to panic about them, alright?’

My stomach tightened and my heart started drumming against my throat. ‘Alright.’

‘Your mother has – been engaging in some self-harm.’ His tone was low and calm, kind of like the school counsellor’s.

Nevertheless, I felt my body break out in cold sweat. ‘What kind of self-harm?’

‘Some – minor cutting.’

I was quiet, swallowing and eyeing the wastepaper basket under the desk uncertainly, wondering if I was about to be sick.

‘She’s doing fine now and recovering well, alright? So I don’t want you to worry too much. But obviously they have pretty strict procedures regarding this kind of scenario, and there’ll be a probationary period of a month or two where they will monitor Mum’s health before they can consider letting her return home. She’ll remain in hospital until they’re sure she can take care of herself safely.’

I wiped my free hand over my clammy forehead, and forced myself to remain calm and focus on what Dad was saying; nothing good would come of freaking out now. I took a deep, steadying breath as I refocused on our conversation, grounding myself by listening to my dad’s composed voice.

‘Are you still there, Juli?’

‘Yes.’ I cleared my throat so my voice sounded a little more normal. ‘I’m here.’

‘Do you understand what’s happened?’

‘Yes.’ I frowned, rubbing my free hand over my knee. ‘How serious were the – incidents?’

‘Not serious enough that you need to stress over them.’

‘Will she be watched now? So she doesn’t do it again?’

‘Absolutely, sweetheart. She’ll be under constant surveillance at the hospital now. They won’t do anything to jeopardise her safety.’

I nodded. ‘So…’ I hesitated, clearing my throat again. ‘So what’s going to happen now?’ I scrubbed a few shocked, undetected tears away with frustration.

‘You’ll come and stay down here with Mel and I during holidays until your mother’s well again.’

I nodded again in silence.

‘I know you’re not big on the city scene, Juli. But you’ve adapted so well to life at St Peter’s, from what Mrs Bentley’s told me, I have no doubt you’ll be fine in Melbourne for just a few weeks at a time. And I’ll make you a deal, alright? We’ll take a few day trips out into the country, just you and me, so you can smell the fresh air. Sound good?’

‘What about the farm?’

‘For now Shane said he’s happy to continue looking after it.’ My father paused. ‘I don’t want you to worry about what’s going to happen to the property, alright? That’s my responsibility, not yours. I will take care of everything, and I’ll most definitely take care of you… Mel’s really looking forward to having you stay with us over the holidays. She’s due to give birth in a week, did I tell you that?’

‘That’s cool.’ I couldn’t work much enthusiasm into my voice. The arrival of my half-sibling didn’t seem like a tangible part of my reality at that moment. It was a distant, alien figure that I had no emotional connection to. Perhaps that would change when I moved to Melbourne, but right then it wasn’t something I cared to spend a long time thinking about.

‘Does that all sound okay to you?’ Dad asked after a moment of silence.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. ‘Sure.’

‘All you need to worry about is doing your best in school. You’ll come stay with me in the holidays and I’ll take care of the situation with your mother and let you know what’s happening.’

‘Alright.’

‘We’ll have fun in Melbourne, don’t you worry.’ His voice brightened. ‘Mel said she’ll even take you on a shopping spree to the plaza. Get you some groovy city clothes.’

I frowned, my mouth moving in response with little conscious thought. ‘You’re too old to pull “groovy” off, Dad.’ I felt a surge of surprise as he laughed, and my mouth tweaked in the tiniest of smiles.

‘I’ll call again soon, okay?’ he said. ‘The office has my number if you want to ring me before then.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Speak soon, honey.’ He waited until I’d said “sure” before wishing me luck with my studies and disconnecting the call.





Reflections

I told Alex everything that night as we lay on our stomachs in the grass, from filling her in on the mess with Social Services last term, to explaining what had happened to Mum, to telling her what Dad and I had discussed that afternoon. The winter sky was already dark overhead, the only light stemming from the dull torch Alex had brought, and the air was crisp and cold. We were huddled beside each other for warmth; I could feel the soft skin of her upper arm pressed against mine.

Alex frowned once I’d finished, plucking blades of grass from in front of us distractedly, and then she glanced sideways at me. ‘Are you angry with her?’

‘I don’t know.’

She nodded slowly. ‘At least you know she’s going to be okay now.’

‘But I don’t. I mean, if she did it once, she can do it again, right?’

‘They won’t let her out of their sight now, Juli. They’ll have her under twenty-four-hour surveillance.’

‘That’s what my dad said.’

‘Well, he’s right. And they’ll have removed everything from around her that she could use to hurt herself.’

My eyebrows drew together in a frown. ‘Yeah.’

After a moment of silence, Alex cleared her throat and deliberately lightened her tone a little, presumably realising I wasn’t keen on talking about it further. ‘So, I was thinking about the winter holidays,’ she said, ‘about you going down to Melbourne that is. Everyone here knows we’re good friends now, don’t they? I mean, we spend enough time together. So it probably wouldn’t raise much gossip if I invited you around to my place for the holidays – you know, so you don’t have to go to the city.’ She shrugged a little. ‘It might be kind of fun. We could go outside at night in the freezing cold all rugged up, maybe sleep out under the stars so you can get your fill of the outdoors before returning to school.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘My sleeping bag is back at the farm.’

‘We could squish into mine. It’s plenty big.’ Then she paused and glanced across at me. ‘You don’t have to decide right now of course.’

I nodded and rolled over slowly onto my back, sinking into the lush grass with my arms folded behind my head. The temperature had descended to such an extent that my extremities were numb and goose bumps had raised on my exposed limbs. ‘We should have brought jumpers,’ I said. Alex rolled over towards me and spun her body until she was lying on her back with her head on my stomach. I draped one of my hands over her collarbone, playing with the gold cross around her neck and reaching my other hand up to brush my fingers through her hair gently. I felt her whole body relax at my touch as she closed her eyes and sighed quietly.

We were silent for a few moments, then I frowned and took a quick breath. ‘Alex?’

She turned her head to look up at me. ‘What?’

I stared into the black sky as I felt a few beads of freezing moisture touch my face. ‘It’s going to rain.’

She sounded confused. ‘Is that what you wanted to say?’

‘No…’ I paused for a moment. ‘Have you – you know…ever had sex?’

She was silent for so long I started to get worried, but when I looked down she was staring up at the heavens with a small smile on her face. ‘No,’ she said. ‘You?’

‘No.’ I frowned quietly at the sky for a moment, then suddenly she rolled off me and stretched out on her stomach, her face an inch from mine. Her breath was warm against my cheek and made me shiver.

‘I’d like to though,’ she said. ‘Have sex, I mean. But not just casual sex for the hell of it. Sex with somebody I love and trust, you know. Meaningful sex.’

I nodded, watching her vacantly. Then I took another deep breath and frowned in the dim light as she leaned over me and pressed her lips to mine. I kissed her back gently, feeling flat and disconnected but not wanting to ruin the moment for her too. She felt me shiver underneath her as a sudden wave of cold air washed over us, and she smiled against my mouth. I sucked on her bottom lip gently before she pulled away; even as she did, the rain increased and frozen drops started sprinkling our bare arms with increased velocity.

‘Come on, we’d better go back up.’ Alex pushed herself to her feet and held out her hands, gripping mine and pulling me up in front of her. ‘We’ll get soaked if we stay out here any longer.’

I hesitated, gazing into her face with a furrowed brow, hoping I could silently convey to her how much I loved her, and how sorry I was that our lives could not be perfect, because I just didn’t have the energy to say it. She smiled gently and pulled me against her front, wrapping her arms around me and resting her cheek against mine. ‘I know,’ she said softly. I wound my arms around her waist and closed my eyes as rain drenched the back of my shirt, and we stayed like that for several minutes until I started to shiver again. She pulled me around and against her side so we were walking back with our arms around each other’s waist. We’d reached the tennis courts before I had to run back for my maths textbook – which was dripping with water by that time – and then we hurried across the oval to the dormitory complex as thunder rumbled in the distance and our socks were soaked from the wet grass.

I couldn’t get to sleep that night. My eyes were heavy and itchy with exhaustion, and my body felt like it might sink through the Dead Bed’s mattress with fatigue, but unconsciousness refused to capture me. I tossed and turned to such an extent that eventually I heard a quiet “Juli, shush,” from across the dormitory. After that I sat up and rubbed my face tiredly with my hand. I decided to take a trip to the restroom seeing as sleep was impossible.

I stood in front of the mirror for several minutes after splashing my face with cool water. Then I sighed and rested my forehead on the cold mirror, staring into my bloodshot eyes and hating how similar their brown hue was to my mother’s. I imagined her standing behind me, gazing at our white, tired faces side by side in the mirror.

‘Get back to bed, will you?’ she said, folding her arms over her chest. ‘You shouldn’t be up wandering around the school at this hour.’

I gazed at her blurred outline as she frowned at me, wishing she could find something tender and loving to say, wishing she could find something about me she was proud of. Then I stared vacantly at my reflection and focused on the cold glass against my skin, raising my arms to press my knuckles to the mirror gently. I knew I was still in shock after what had happened. There was a part of me that still couldn’t believe my own mother had attempted such a thing. I’d thought self-harming was something only teenagers with low self-esteem did, or drug addicts going through rehab, or prison inmates. It was something people only heard about on television or about people they barely knew who’d suddenly dropped out of school. It wasn’t something that family members did, or even close friends… And it especially wasn’t something that a mother did.

Maybe it was because I hadn’t seen her since she’d been taken to hospital; maybe I just hadn’t grasped yet how bad a state she was in. Perhaps I simply just couldn’t fathom how anyone could be so unbelievably selfish. But I found my eyebrows tightening together as a sudden surge of anger gripped me. How could she have done this? Hadn’t there even been a tiny part of her that still cared for me? Didn’t she understand that by hurting herself she was removing herself from me even more, abandoning me to a cold and uncaring world without my own mother? Not that she’d been into the warm, protective parent-figure before then, but still… My chest started to tighten as I wondered whether she was safe in the hospital. Surely the nurses wouldn’t leave her alone for a second now this had happened. Nevertheless, I couldn’t relinquish the fear that somehow, just somehow, she’d manage to try it again.

As tears started rolling down my pale cheeks, I pushed away from the mirror and ghosted back out of the bathroom door. The hallway was chilly, forcing me to cross my arms over my stomach and hunch forward to preserve heat as I tiptoed down to the eleventh-grade dormitory. Without thinking it through, I climbed up the ladder of Alex’s bunk, casting a quick glance over the long figure under the blankets before hauling myself onto the mattress silently and crawling to the head of the bed. She woke up with a start and raised her head as I tugged back the corners of her sheets and wriggled in beside her.

‘What are you doing?’ she whispered, not sounding overly alarmed.

I snuggled into the warmth of her bed, nestling my back against her front and shivering as she wound an arm around my waist and scratched her fingers comfortingly against my stomach. After holding me quietly for a moment, she retrieved her phone from the corner of her mattress and flicked it on, reaching one arm under my neck to handle it. I blinked groggily against the light from the screen, watching as she set her alarm for five, only four and a bit hours away, before sighing as darkness enshrouded us once more.

She relaxed behind me, nuzzling her lips in my hair gently. ‘You okay?’

I shrugged tiredly, my forearms resting over the top of her hand against my sternum, my fists curled loosely against my throat. I closed my eyes, focusing on the warmth of her body behind mine to keep the chilling thoughts of my mother well away from my consciousness. Then I dozed on and off for the remainder of the night until Alex’s alarm rang quietly at five, and I had to steal through the freezing hallway back to my own bed.





Human

I awoke that Wednesday night to the unnerving feeling that I’d just been wrapped in a horrible nightmare. The room was dark save for the dull glow of the night-light by the door. I could hear steady breathing around me and the occasional rustle of sheets. My head was pounding behind my eyes and my whole body felt heavy and hot; I’d felt a little washed out the day before, but hadn’t thought I’d actually become ill. I tried to roll sideways and felt a wave of nausea wash through me as my head spun and small pinpricks of light flickered in my vision. A low groan escaped my lips as I settled back on the pillow. ‘Lori,’ I moaned.

There was a rustle from the end of my bed.

I folded my arms over my face, my limbs feeling like they’d been weighed down with lead plating. My head felt like it was about to explode, my eyes swollen shut and burning with involuntary tears and my body aching and stiff. ‘Lori…’

There was a loud swish of sheets. ‘Juli, was that you?’

‘Yes.’ I took a deep breath and willed my stomach to settle. ‘Can you…’ I swallowed uneasily. ‘Can you get a teacher?’

‘Are you alright?’ I heard her push back her sheets and the groan of her bunk as she climbed down the ladder swiftly. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘I don’t know. Can you – just get someone?’ I licked my lips as my mouth filled with saliva, and a wave of incomprehensible fatigue rolled through me. I felt the throbbing behind my eyes intensify and the skin on my face simmer with heat in the darkness. I kept still as a dull ringing sounded in my ears, until a shadow fell over me and a cool hand suddenly touched my forehead.

‘Juli? It’s Miss Wheaton. What’s the matter, honey?’

‘I’m – not well.’

‘Can you get down from your bunk? I’ll take you down to sickbay.’

I nodded, grimacing as my head pounded with more intensity than the morning I’d woken up in hospital with a hangover. I kept my eyes squinted closed as I pulled myself upward and inched my way to the edge of the bunk, feeling my way down the ladder. Halfway down my vision was overcome with silver sparkles, and I felt my body sag and tip sideways, my grip loosening dangerously from the top rung. More than two hands caught me and held my weight until through the spinning vertigo I felt my toes touch the carpet.

‘Come on, honey. This way.’

Miss Wheaton and Lori supported me, presumably all the way down to the sickbay. I didn’t register walking at all, my vision too blurred to make anything out. I felt invisible hands pulling me along until suddenly I dropped sideways onto a mattress. The stars swimming in my vision gradually faded until I was able to make out the empty beds in the sickbay around me, illuminated by a soft yellow glow. My head sank into a pillow and throbbed steadily as a hand pressed its palm to my forehead and I recognised the nurse’s voice beside me. I felt a thermometer poked under my tongue, and I frowned in the dim light, too exhausted to move.

‘Forty-two.’ Mrs Donovan sounded grave as she pulled the instrument from my mouth. ‘Jen, go soak a hand-towel in some cool water from the tap. I’ll fetch some paracetamol.’

I felt hands adjusting my position on the bed, but the pain in my head was too intense to pay much attention. I rested limply against the pillow, sweat rising on every inch of my body and making me shiver. A cool, damp towel was placed over my forehead, providing a small amount of relief from the indescribable heat that was coursing through me.

‘Here honey, sit up for me, just a little bit, there you go,’ Mrs Donovan said.

Someone propped my head up with a pillow so I could take two paracetamol. I breathed through my nostrils as the cool flannel was wiped over my face again and then down my bare shoulders and arms. It felt nice, and I felt my muscles relax a fraction. I closed my eyes and rested against the pillow, my pyjamas soaked with perspiration, and gradually I felt the pain in my body lessen and the heaviness of my limbs lift slightly.

‘I thought she looked a bit pale last night,’ Lori said suddenly. ‘She came in from outside the night before at twenty to eight with soaking wet clothes.’

‘She must have caught a chill,’ Mrs Donovan said.

‘She’s been rather rundown lately as well,’ Miss Wheaton said.

‘Well, it’s done now. She can stay here overnight and I’ll keep an eye on her. You two get back to bed. You can come visit her in the morning, Lori.’

I heard retreating footsteps, and then a gentle exhalation from Mrs Donovan as she sat on the edge of my mattress and wiped the cool flannel over my arms again. ‘Just get some rest now, love. You’ll feel better by the morning.’

I nodded and gradually drifted into unconsciousness.

I opened my eyes hours later to the sickbay lit with sunshine. I blinked and rolled onto my back, pulling myself up into a sitting position and rubbing my sweaty forehead as vague memories of the night flickered back in idle waves. I frowned. My head was pounding and my body felt clammy and washed out, but I knew the temperature had gone and I was feeling a good degree better. As the mattress creaked underneath me, Mrs Donovan appeared from the small kitchen and storeroom attached to the sickbay. She smiled briskly as she carried a steaming cup of tea over and placed it on the table beside my bed.

‘A bit of ginger and lemon tea to perk you up.’ She drew back to inspect me shrewdly. ‘How do you feel? You still look pale.’

I shrugged tiredly with one shoulder. ‘Okay.’ My voice was hoarse and my throat was burning uncomfortably, so I accepted the tea gratefully and sipped at it, swilling the few drops of hot tea around my mouth.

‘You must have caught a chill from the rain.’ Mrs Donovan tutted her disapproval as she shook her head. ‘Honestly, what were you doing outside at eight o’clock at night in the rain? You kids have absolutely no sense whatsoever.’

‘What’s the time?’

‘Quarter past nine.’ She felt my forehead with her hand and nodded. ‘You just stay here and drink your tea. I’ll fix you some breakfast in a little while. I think I have a few books in the office you can read to keep yourself occupied too.’ She bustled off towards the kitchen.

I watched her leave and then reached a hand up to pluck my singlet from my chest. The underwear I was wearing was damp with perspiration. I hoped I’d be able to take a shower soon, or at least change out of my pyjamas. I didn’t feel light-headed anymore, which was a good start.

Mrs Donovan watched me like a hawk over the duration of the morning and made me drink tea and lemonade until my bladder was on the verge of bursting. Then she insisted on staying outside the door of the small sickbay restroom while I relieved myself in case I felt faint. I dwindled the first few hours of the day away browsing through some magazines, until the lunch bell rang from outside the dormitory complex and five minutes later Lori, Emma and Harvey appeared in the doorway looking flustered. Smiles lit their faces upon seeing me awake, but they faded quickly when Mrs Donovan advanced on them with her hands on her hips.

‘What are you three doing? I hope you’re not here to excite her too much.’ She narrowed her dark eyes. ‘Any excitement and you’ll have to leave.’

They all nodded obediently, making me laugh a little in amusement.

‘Hey, Juli,’ Lori said breathlessly, dropping her workbooks on the floor and dragging one of the plastic chairs against the wall beside my bed. Emma and Harvey sat down on the edge of my bed.

‘We’ve been so worried,’ Emma said. ‘Mrs Donovan said you were doing alright when we came this morning, but you looked like a ghost against the pillow.’

‘It’s just a bit of flu.’

‘Sorry I didn’t come sooner.’ Harvey reached out a hand and squeezed my foot under the sheets affectionately. ‘I only heard in Modern this morning. How are you feeling?’

I shrugged. ‘Alright. I need to pee again though. Mrs Donovan’s made me consume half a tank of fluid this morning.’

‘I heard that, missy,’ the nurse’s voice snapped through the kitchen doorway.

I made a guilty face and my three friends stifled quiet laughs behind their hands.

‘You didn’t miss much in modern history,’ Harvey said. ‘We’re still watching that documentary, but we didn’t get very far because the DVD player wasn’t working for most of the lesson.’

‘That sounds about right.’ I raised my eyebrows. Mrs Bailey was a lovely woman, but she could barely set her digital watch, let alone mend a DVD player. ‘I’ll catch up on the film in my own time. Hopefully I’ll be back at class tomorrow.’

‘Only if I deem you well enough.’ Mrs Donovan appeared suddenly with a thin Vegemite sandwich on a plate and another cup of tea. She set them on the bedside cabinet and nodded her head towards them firmly. ‘If you eat well today and don’t have a temperature by eight o’clock tomorrow morning, you can return to your schoolwork.’

‘I hope you feel better by English tomorrow,’ Lori said, grinning impishly. ‘We’re having a relief teacher because Mr Warner’s away visiting family. That means two whole glorious hours of mucking around and talking.’

We chatted nonchalantly for another five minutes until Mrs Donovan reappeared, noticed I hadn’t touched my food, and ushered my friends out with mutterings of disapproval. Harvey gripped the doorframe tenaciously as the nurse tried to shepherd him outside, and he begged to be allowed to talk for me for two more minutes.

Mrs Donovan glared at him. ‘Fine. Two more minutes.’

Lori and Emma waved and disappeared outside as Harvey sauntered to the edge of my bed and sat down again opposite my hips. He smiled a little awkwardly and rested his books on the mattress beside him, staring at the sandwich on the bedside table.

I appraised his worried face and frowned, waiting in silence for him to explain his consternation, and in the meantime retrieving one of the triangles of my sandwich and nibbling on the corner without the crust. I eyed it appreciatively, looking up at Harvey only when he drew in a breath and sighed.

‘Juli…’ He hesitated, his eyebrows drawing together as he glanced at me. ‘I was talking to Lori the other day. About you and me I mean.’

I nodded, chewing slowly and bracing myself.

‘I’ve tried so hard up until now to – you know, form a substantial relationship with you. I’ve asked you out on dates, I’ve tried to talk to you away from the others, I’ve been wanting to kiss you for weeks now, and I’d really, really like you to be my girlfriend,’ he hesitated. ‘But I can’t help feeling like something’s…amiss between us.’

I narrowed my eyes and prepared to respond, but he continued before I could, reaching out a hand to pick up mine. I tried not to pull away, uncomfortable by the roughness of his fingers.

‘Juli, I’ve liked you since you first moved here, you know that.’ He stroked the back of my hand with his fingertips. ‘But you don’t seem to be in this as much as I am, and it’s not going to work if you aren’t. I know you’ve had a lot going on lately, but I wish more than anything that you would just take a little time out to tell me how you really feel.’

I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

Harvey set his jaw, his eyes narrowing determinedly. ‘Alright…’ Then without warning he leant towards me and pressed his lips stiffly to mine. I felt him part his mouth to pull on my bottom lip with his, kissing me with fervour. I felt such a surge of shock and revulsion that I reached out one arm and shoved against his chest aggressively.

‘Harvey, I’m sick,’ I said, my tone irritated and breathless.

He sat back, looking stunned, then raised a hand and wiped two fingertips over the corners of his lips. ‘Wow. Okay then.’

I sighed, closing my eyes briefly. ‘I’m sorry, Harvey. I know you wanted that to be romantic and sweet and…I know that was seriously rude of me to just push you away like that.’ I paused, gazing at the bed sheets and knowing I couldn’t hold up this charade anymore. It wasn’t fair to Harvey…and it wasn’t doing me any good either. Despite the months of confusion and fear and deliberation as to how I should go about ending things between us, I found suddenly that the words just started to tumble off my lips as though I was no longer in control of them. ‘I’m sorry, okay? I wish I could like you and want to go out with you the way you like me. But…’ I shook my head, avoiding his eyes. ‘Harvey, my life’s just so complicated right now. I have so much going on and I’m having to put so much effort into my schoolwork and my mum’s in hospital and I can’t go home and I just don’t have any energy to put into a relationship right now.’ I finally looked up at him. ‘You’ve been such a good friend to me, and I like you so much. I really do mean that. But – I can’t date you, I’m sorry. I hope you can understand that.’

He was silent as he processed, and then he forced a smile on his face and nodded.

‘If circumstances were different – if they were easier, if I didn’t have so much shit in my life, then…I’d date you, of course,’ I said, looking into his warm brown eyes and momentarily believing it was true. ‘But I can’t right now.’

Harvey was silent for quite a while, and then he nodded slowly as though he was gradually coming to grips with all that. ‘Okay… Okay, I think I understand.’

I scrutinised his face nervously. ‘Can we still be friends?’

He met my eyes. ‘Friends as in…until your life has settled down? As in, with the prospect of becoming more?’

I bit down on my bottom lip. ‘I don’t know.’

He nodded slowly, his brows drawing together until finally he raised his head to look at me squarely. ‘Maybe we should just stay friends then. Because I don’t think you want more than that… No, its fine, Juli, really. I mean, if you’re not attracted to me – well, you’re not attracted to me. You can’t choose who you fall for. I just wish…’ He frowned, staring at the bedclothes with a mixture of grief and frustration in his eyes. ‘I just wish you’d told me all this a few months back.’

‘I didn’t know then.’

‘You didn’t know what? That you didn’t have time for a relationship? Or that you weren’t into me?’

My shoulders tensed, and I knew I just needed to tell him the truth, the truth about me, the truth about us, the truth about Alex – but I couldn’t.

Harvey shook his head, closing his eyes briefly in frustration. ‘You just let me like you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, if I’d have known from the start that you just wanted to be friends, I wouldn’t have had to – you know, stop liking you. But you allowed me to like you in that way, and now…’ He shrugged, glancing at me sadly. ‘I’m going to need some time, Juli. I don’t know if I can be your friend again just yet.’

I nodded, pressing my lips together. ‘I’m really sorry.’

‘It’s okay. I mean, it’s not how I wanted this to end, but…what can you do?’ He rose to his feet and tucked his hands in his pocket, and then he turned back to me with a puzzled frown. ‘I just don’t get one thing. Why pretend to like me for so long? I mean, there’s nothing to be ashamed about not being attracted to someone…’

I hesitated, looking up at him, and then hunched my shoulders. ‘I don’t know. I just…I felt like I belonged for once – you know, with other people. I felt like I fit in.’

Mrs Donovan bustled in suddenly and motioned her head towards the door. ‘Alright, young man, your time is up.’

Harvey held up one hand in silent farewell. ‘Well, I’ll see you around then I suppose.’

‘Harvey, I—’

‘It’s fine. Really.’ Then he turned to the door without another word and disappeared quietly into the hallway.

I felt a tear roll silently from the corner of my eye down my cheek. I reached up and wiped a hand across my face, my chest hollow with guilt. How could I have treated him like that? How could I have strung him along for so long? Friends didn’t do those sorts of things to each other. I’d become so wrapped up in secrets, I’d forgotten to stop and acknowledge that Harvey was a real person, a good, kind, wholesome person, a person with feelings and hopes and fears – a person who didn’t deserve to be lied to, and neglected, and used.

I’d never expected to unleash such emotions when I first stepped foot in St Peter’s. I’d never expected to make such close friends. I’d never expected to be someone’s crush, or to let someone down, or to feel such sadness and remorse when I did. After a whole fourteen and a half years of caring for nothing and nobody except my animals, I’d never expected to feel love towards the people around me. It was a strange feeling, at that moment a buzzing mixture of grief and tension and regret, but it was a good feeling, a healing feeling, because it made me feel human.





Weeping Beauty

My temperature crept back up by nightfall that day, and my sinuses became so blocked I could barely breathe through my mouth. I blamed the rain from my night out with Alex; Mrs Donovan blamed my friends and refused to allow anyone else to see me that day. ‘It’s all this excitement that’s stopping your recovery. You’ll be fine as long as you rest.’

Life trailed on dully until assembly Friday week, by which time I’d recovered enough that my only ailment was a partially blocked nose. I woke up expecting another day of mundane classes and study, and perhaps a movie of some sort in the recreation room after dinner. With so few weeks to the term left, nobody was really in the mood for any wilder forms of entertainment. Students were jumping at the chance to just relax every moment they could. I knew the weekend would mostly be spent with everyone’s heads submerged in their textbooks and revision sheets, mine and my friends’ included, so I wasn’t complaining about the choice of a quiet night in. Apparently though, the universe decided by that Friday that my life had been going too smoothly for too long.

During assembly on Friday afternoon, Mrs Bentley took to the stage with a wide smile, adjusting the wire of the microphone around her feet so she didn’t trip. She looked around at the students all sitting cross-legged on the hall floor, and enthusiastically announced that two of the film and media studies students had been selected to enter their documentaries in a local film competition.

‘There’s a five-hundred-dollar prize on the line and Mrs Burnes has organised for the two best student works to be entered. In honour of the occasion I thought I’d ask the two nominees to present their documentaries to the school. Something a little bit interesting for you all in the lead up to the winter holidays. We’re all pretty tired of hearing me rattle out a list of missing property, aren’t we?’ A few students chuckled politely as Mrs Bentley gestured towards the back of the hall where the film and media teacher had set up the projector.

While Mrs Burnes brought up a video clip on the screen, Courtney Goddard suddenly appeared from the sidelines and jogged up the staircase to the stage. She took the microphone from the principal’s hands with a quiet thanks and turned to the awaiting crowd of students, smiling confidently and shrugging. ‘Hi everyone. Well… We had to choose a social issue for this assignment. I decided to base my documentary on the experience of sexism within high school, and the modern-day defiance of female stereotypes, so…I hope you enjoy it.’ She nodded up the back and gave someone the thumbs up, and then the video began.

Courtney’s documentary introduced her topic with a calm voiceover and short clips of teenage female representation from television sitcoms from the sixties and seventies. In most of them the girls were leaning against walls or tables in classrooms giggling and hiding their mouths with their hands, surrounded by boys who were clearly asserting their authority over the conversation. I watched with little emotional involvement at first, even admiring the way Courtney had put the documentary together; however much I disliked and distrusted her, I had to admit she had artistic skill. I was too wrapped up in my own thoughts to really take the significance of the documentary on board though.

Then suddenly, Courtney’s voice on the video said: “Of course, teenage girls of the twenty-first century do not fit this classical representation of the meek and modest little lady. We run, fight, snore, fart and – as you’ll soon see, drool – as much as any bloke these days.” And following a short clip of some of the senior girls playing soccer on the oval, my face suddenly filled the screen.

My mouth fell open in complete shock. I felt my stomach drop and my face turn hot as I recognised my features lying sideways across my pillow. My eyes were closed and my mouth parted as low snores issued from my throat. But that was not nearly as bad as the sudden beam of light that fell on my chin, where a thin line of glistening saliva was running onto my pillow. There were hisses of suppressed giggles from the video as an eruption of laughter ran around the hall. I felt my fists clench against my stomach and my teeth grind together in my mouth as wave after wave of humiliation washed through me.

I could feel Lori and Emma’s shocked glances at me as I stared at Courtney watching her video from the side of the stage. The clip changed at that moment, but I didn’t even attempt to register what came next. My eyes were trained on Courtney as I felt every cell in my body charge first with deep disgrace and then anger. I knew she could be trying, and blunt to the point of rudeness, but I hadn’t thought even Courtney could stoop to such a malicious level.

‘Did you know she took that?’ Lori suddenly whispered, leaning towards me.

‘No.’ My voice was low and flat with repressed fury, and I simmered in silence until the end of the two demonstration videos when everyone was dismissed from assembly. I rose carefully, watching Courtney as she slipped out of the hall and disappeared towards the dormitories. I started to make after her as the rest of the students milled around us, moving to the exits in one large, noisy colony, but Lori carefully looped her arm through mine and pulled me in the opposite direction.

‘Come on. Let’s go chill and do something fun, maybe go to the library or down to the tennis courts.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ I said.

‘Punching her lights out isn’t the answer,’ Emma said, taking hold of my other arm. ‘Let’s go tell Miss Wheaton so we can sort it out civilly.’

‘You think I’m going to be civil after she filmed me drooling in my sleep? You’ve got to be fucking joking.’ I yanked my arms from theirs and started off after Courtney before they could respond, ducking around a group of chattering twelfth graders in front of us. Admittedly I had every intention of strangling Courtney to the point of asphyxiation, and then burying her body where nobody would ever find it, but strangely enough, when I caught up to her halfway to the dormitories and grabbed the back of her blouse, pulling her around to face me, I found my hands didn’t fly at her quite as fast as I’d thought they would.

‘How could you do that?’ My voice was low and livid, but my fists were safely clenched by my sides.

Courtney narrowed her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. ‘You gave me permission to use footage of you…remember?’

‘I gave you permission to use footage of me in the background. I didn’t give you permission to illegally film me sleeping – and drooling – and use that as a leading premise against the female stereotype.’ I shook my head, grinding my teeth and glaring at her with fury. ‘You are so going to fail this semester when I tell Mrs Burnes about this.’

Courtney’s expression stiffened suddenly. ‘You wouldn’t dare tell,’ she said, advancing a step on me. I still had an inch and a half on her in height, but this time the deceitful glimmer in her eyes was forceful enough to make up for any physical advantage on my behalf. ‘What are you planning to do? Go and complain that I didn’t seek permission and that you’re so embarrassed you might die now? Besides, what’s telling going to do now? Everyone’s already seen the video.’ Then she smirked. ‘You were a blast. I could not have been more blessed with that flu you picked up. I’ve never seen someone drool in their sleep like that. I thought it was something that only happened in books and movies.’

I massaged my fingers against my palms. ‘Don’t try and pretend like you’re not scared now. I know how much you pride yourself on your grades. I’ll be going to the principal this afternoon and telling her what you’ve done, and if you’re not sent to juvie for unlawful filming, at least you’ll fail the assessment and be eliminated from that stupid competition.’

Courtney scowled at me. ‘You won’t tell.’

My expression caught slightly at the tone of her voice, the arrogant confidence that made it sound as though she somehow had something on me. ‘And why is that?’

She leaned closer to me, a vindictive smile on her lips, and lowered her voice so nobody walking by could hear her. ‘Because I know about you and Alex Calvin, and I have a stunningly unattractive snapshot of you two making out behind the tennis courts, and if you tell about the video, I’ll put that picture up during next assembly instead.’

I felt my heart drop like a lead balloon, but I continued to glower at her resolutely. ‘I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.’

‘Oh, come off it,’ Courtney said. ‘I’m not so stupid as to continue believing whatever ridiculous pretence you’ve been trying to uphold. And the photo on my phone might not quite do you both justice – not with the way your faces are all mashed up together – but there’s definitely no mistaking who it is. So if it made its way into the assembly slideshow perchance, everyone would learn about you two. And I do mean everyone – students, staff, guests, friends… Perhaps I could even ask for it to be livestreamed back to your whacko family…’ She raised one eyebrow at me in mock perplexity. ‘Now, I’m going out on a limb here and presuming that we don’t want it spread around that you’re a lesbian, otherwise we wouldn’t be going to so much effort to hide it, am I right?’

I was lost for words suddenly, staring at her in shock. Of all the things she could have had against me, photographic evidence of me and Alex was the last thing I had expected. I thought about the severity of what Courtney could do if I came clean about the video. It would have been one thing for her to threaten to tell a few people. It was a whole different matter when she had a photo – a photo that would simultaneously publicise my most innermost confidences, reveal to the entire world all the lies I’d constructed, humiliate both me and Alex, possibly ruin the relationship we’d built over the semester, and deeply wound my friends whom I hadn’t trusted enough to tell. With all this spiralling through my mind, Courtney’s blackmail left me too shell-shocked, terrified and powerlessly angry to devise any retort more creative than: ‘You are such a bitch.’

‘Of course I am.’ Courtney shrugged as though the fact was not unfamiliar to her. ‘Nobody ever gets their way being a kiss-ass. Anyway, we understand each other now.’ She nodded approvingly, her eyes round and innocent. ‘If you tell on my award-worthy documentary – which is more than capable of winning that competition, not to sound big-headed or anything – then that picture will be up and ready the second everyone walks into assembly next Friday. Or maybe I’ll just print out a few hundred copies at the library and pin them up around the school,’ she added musingly.

‘People will know I didn’t give permission for it anyway,’ I said. ‘I’ve been talked about enough already what with the shit I’ve done around this school. I’m fairly sure people will realise that I didn’t want you to publish me drooling in my sleep.’

Courtney shrugged as she slowly backed away towards the dormitories. ‘Well, we’ll soon see, won’t we?’ Then she smiled. ‘Look on the bright side, Julianne. You were a hoot.’ Then she waved tauntingly and slipped off before I could give tangible rise to the fury tingling in my knuckles.

I glared after her and clenched my fists by my sides. Courtney wouldn’t hesitate a second to publicise that picture if she didn’t have her academic reputation hanging in the balance. But the last thing I needed right then was the whole world to learn about Alex and me, especially like that…I hadn’t even told my best friends, let alone the classmates and teachers who still had a shred of respect for me. So instead of seeking out Mrs Bentley about the video, a thought I’d entertained only very briefly before coming to my senses, I walked with deliberate care up to the tenth-grade dormitory, climbed the ladder to my bunk, stretched out on my stomach and pulled the quilt up over my head. I buried my face into my pillow and started to cry silently, tears of humiliation, fear and stress dripping onto the fabric as my whole body shook with repressed sobs.

I held my breath and cried for a short while before rolling onto my side under the doona and taking a few long deep breaths. The air between me and the blankets rapidly became hot and steamy with moisture, but I couldn’t bring myself to pull back the covers. I just closed my eyes and tried to imagine that I was anywhere in the world except St Peter’s Boarding School, anywhere where I didn’t have to face the hellish realities of existence on Earth. I stayed under the blankets for a long time, feeling as though my whole world was slowly collapsing around me, and unable to see anything but black tentacles of anxiety reaching out towards me and threatening to drag me under where I could never escape.

I didn’t realise I’d fallen asleep until a blast of cold air suddenly hit my clammy face, and someone started shaking my arm to wake me up. I blinked groggily, my eyes dry and crusted with salt from crying, and then I glanced down my bed to see Lori leaning over me from the ladder, frowning with exasperation.

‘We were looking everywhere for you! Have you been here the whole time?’

I nodded a little, frowning and reaching up a hand to rub my stinging eyes free of crust, feeling dazed and disoriented. Lori crawled onto my mattress and stretched out beside me as I rolled onto my back and kicked the covers to the end of my bed slowly. I plucked my shirt off my stomach and fanned my abdomen for a moment as she settled against the pillow, and then as we stared at the ceiling in silence, my subconscious seized the opportune moment of my post-sleep stupefaction, and forced my lips into fumbled speech. ‘Hey, Lori…’

‘Yeah?’ Her tone had relaxed again after the frustration and worry of not being able to find me.

I took a deep breath and gazed upwards vacantly. ‘You know Alex?’

‘Alex Calvin? Sure.’

‘Well, I like her,’ I said. ‘You know, like…I really like her. Like you like Gideon, you know?’

Oh my God, I thought, my mind reeling with shock. I did it. I actually did it.

The silence that followed perturbed me. I waited tensely while she absorbed and contemplated my out-of-the-blue confession. ‘Well…’ she paused suddenly, her tone an indecipherable mix of confusion and sorrow, and then she turned her head to frown at me. ‘Why didn’t you just tell me that? It would have saved so much trouble, you know.’

‘I know.’ I reached up to rub my nose with the back of my hand shamefully, willing the moisture suddenly burning in my eyes not to fall. ‘I’m sorry.’

Lori took a deep breath in silence, and then as tears started running down my temples, she rolled over slowly and looped her arms through mine, hugging my arm to her chest and resting her chin on my shoulder. ‘It’s okay, you know. It’s okay to be who you are. We’ll all still love you.’

I smiled a little. ‘I’m sorry for lying.’

‘I pretty much knew the truth anyway, so in a way, you sort of didn’t lie to me. I mean, you did, but I could see right through it. I should really think about going into psychology, you know. I could be like one of those criminal profilers on television.’

I blubbered out a laugh.

Lori was quiet for a moment, and when I glanced over at her again she was smiling. ‘So tell me what she’s like,’ she said.

‘Who, Alex?’

‘No, Nicole Kidman.’

‘Very funny. Well, Alex is…cocky.’

‘Sort of balances you out then, doesn’t she?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, she has lots of self-confidence, and despite your tough outer shell, you’re really vulnerable. So she balances you out.’ She turned her head and raised her eyebrows at me. ‘Don’t argue with me on this one. Future psychological profiler, remember? And I’ve had a whole five months to evaluate your personality now.’

I rolled my eyes but smiled. ‘So you don’t mind that I…you know, have a girlfriend?’

‘Are you seriously asking me that question right now? Of course I don’t mind. This is the twenty-first century, for heaven’s sake.’

‘Please don’t tell anyone else yet. I’m still working on that. I wasn’t even planning on telling you today. It just sort of…happened.’

‘Well, I’m glad that it happened. It’s nice to be able to trust someone with stuff like that – and I’ll tell you from personal experience that it’s just as nice being the one who’s trusted.’ She smiled at me knowingly, and then she paused and chewed on her bottom lip for a moment before continuing. ‘Can I ask why you don’t want anyone else knowing? I mean…what are you afraid of happening?’

I was silent for a moment, and then took a deep, slow breath and shrugged. ‘I don’t really know. It’s – it’s just like I’m standing on this thin sheet of glass at the moment, over this huge dark chasm. And if I add just one more bit of stress, just one more item to worry about, just one more thing that needs dealing with, the glass will crack, and I’ll…’

‘Fall in?’

‘Yeah.’

Lori half-smiled and squeezed my hand in hers encouragingly. ‘I understand. Just remember though, that there’s always a way out somewhere. Usually cable cars for a situation like that, but you could also get away with a very long rope.’

‘Ha, ha.’

‘So what are you going to do about the video thing? Courtney shouldn’t be allowed to get away with what she did.’

I shrugged. ‘She has a picture of me and Alex, and she said she’ll put it up in the next assembly if I snitch about the video.’

‘So we just let it go?’

I took a deep breath, my chest rising and falling as I turned my gaze back to the ceiling and nodded slowly. ‘For now there’s not really much else I can do. Unless you happen to have a very long rope.’

‘How long do you need it?’

‘Pretty long. It’ll get shorter though. I just need some time.’





Busted

The weekend was not particularly pleasant, no matter how hard I tried to convince myself that the video itself was not a big deal. The other students, particularly the younger grades, started giggling and pointing at me whenever I passed, so I kept to the dormitory for the most of the weekend, except for Saturday, when the girls, Harvey, Virgil and Roger invited me down to the French café with them for morning tea. Harvey kept close to Emma and Virgil the whole morning, and said very little directly to me except an awkward “hello” at the start of the trip. I focused my attention on Roger, the only other member of our party without a boyfriend or girlfriend, and tried not to notice the hurt in Harvey’s eyes every time he looked over at us.

‘Preparation for exams underway?’ Roger asked casually, swirling a spoon around his iced tea.

I shrugged as I sliced the icing off my cake with my fork. ‘I suppose.’ I glanced over at him suddenly. Roger was an interesting character, with dark hair and thick glasses, a straightforward, unemotional approach to life, and the kind of contented persona that made me think he’d be single and happy about it his whole life. I chewed on my bottom lip for a moment. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Yeah.’ He glanced up at me with raised eyebrows.

‘Have you…’ I hesitated, and then sighed, staring at my cake miserably. ‘Have you ever screwed a friend over so bad you didn’t think they’d ever forgive you?’

‘Are you talking about what you did to Harvey?’

‘News travels fast.’

‘Then no. I’ve never done anything like that.’

I looked up at him in tentative hope. ‘Do you have any advice?’

He paused to suck up a long mouthful of iced tea, swallowing before gazing at me calmly. ‘Just give him some space,’ he said. ‘He’ll come around.’

I nodded slowly, my mood downcast. Roger always seemed so old-souled and wise, somehow I’d thought he’d be a bit more helpful than that. But maybe he was right. Maybe there really was nothing else I could do. Maybe time was the only useful thing I could give Harvey right then. I just wished the guilt continuously swirling in my stomach would let up a little.

Lori, Emma and I spent the majority of Sunday morning in the library studying under the watchful eye of the librarian, and sat apart from everyone else at lunch to quiz each other as we ate. Life became a bit more interesting as we headed back to our dorm that afternoon, and met Alex and a small group of her friends on their way to the study rooms.

Alex stalled slightly as we passed by each other and met my eyes, motioning her head to the side to follow her as she quietly allowed her friends to carry on without her. I told Lori and Emma I’d catch up with them later, and Lori gave me a knowing wink as she tucked her arm through Emma’s and guided her away. I turned my attention to where Alex was trailing very slowly up the steps to the library, watching me surreptitiously.

I headed towards her and followed her up, assuming she was planning on finding a private niche in the library where we could talk, as she looked like she had something to say. But before we reached the entrance, she suddenly glanced in each direction and slipped furtively into a shadowed alcove in the brick wall, reaching a hand out and gripping my wrist to drag me along after her. I didn’t even have a chance to draw breath before she suddenly pushed me against the wall and started kissing me. I moved my lips with hers as enthusiastically as I could, my cheeks warming involuntarily and my lips tingling as I reached up and brushed my fingers over the skin of her waist, pulling her T-shirt up a fraction. I could feel her warm hands as they caressed my cheeks and then brushed down the sides of my neck, over my shoulders and down my sides. Then suddenly all the rest of the world and the worries I’d been harbouring seemed to melt right away. All I could smell was her shampoo and perfume, and all I could feel was her mouth against mine, her lips urgent and excited and goose bumps rising on her arms as I stroked them.

‘What’s got into you?’ I said, smiling against her mouth.

She frowned and kissed me between words. ‘I’m sick of studying and want to make out. Get over it.’ She cupped her hands around my jaw and pulled my lips back to hers, kissing me fervently until we were both hot and sweaty in the humid shadows of the brick recess. I kissed her back as much as I was able to amidst the sudden and slightly hysterical giggles that were spilling from my teeth. I felt Alex smile against me, and her teeth brush against my lips as she squeezed my waist gently.

‘Alright, it’s funny,’ she said.

‘Just a little.’ I kissed her mouth, smiling, and met her warm hazel eyes in the dim light, which were glittering with excitement. Her cheeks and lips were flushed bright red. I smiled and continued to kiss her gently, moving my lips to her chin and kissing softly up her jaw. She kissed my cheek a few times and then moved her hands back to my face, pulling my mouth to hers and pushing me back against the wall. I felt her upper body press against mine as she tilted her head back and pulled on my lower lip with her teeth, her breasts pressing into mine. Then suddenly she dropped her hand to my thigh and slowly crept around my hip in the shadows. It wasn’t until there was a small gasp from the distant world that had almost ceased to exist that I was suddenly jolted back to reality.

My eyes flickered open in surprise and I turned my head to see a tiny girl with brown plaits and an armful of heavy textbooks staring at us with an open mouth. Her presence sent such a shock of astonishment through my stomach that I acted impulsively, gripping Alex’s waist and pushing her off me before I’d had chance to think my actions through. ‘Get off,’ I said quietly. ‘Alex, get off.’

The young girl blushed and hurried towards the library with her head down. I frowned as I watched her, and then took a deep breath, pushing my hair off my sticky forehead. I turned to Alex, and my heart sunk suddenly at the unexpected hurt in her face. Looking as hot and flushed as I felt, she pushed back her shoulders and folded her arms over her stomach, narrowing her eyes at me as the familiar arrogance and hardness adorned her face to hide her pain.

‘I can’t believe you just did that.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I sighed. ‘I didn’t mean that. It just came out.’

‘What, like…that was your first instinct? To get me the hell away from you?’ She straightened to her full height. ‘I didn’t realise you had it in you to just push me away after as hot a kiss as that one, just because some stupid little kid saw us. Fucking hell, Juli.’ She exhaled through her nose, her lips pressed tightly together, and then she folded her arms across her chest and shook her head. ‘I’m not really sure where that leaves us now. I mean, I knew you were ashamed of me, but I never thought you’d deny us so – emphatically.’

I clenched my fists. ‘I’m not ashamed of you, Alex. You know that.’

‘Do I? Because you sure just acted like it. If you weren’t ashamed of me you would have just told that kid to rack off. Maybe you would have felt a little embarrassed at first, but you wouldn’t have shoved me as though I was fucking assaulting you or something.’

‘I didn’t shove you that hard.’

Alex shook her head, putting her hands on her hips as her chin dropped to her chest and she looked at the ground. A long moment of silence passed between us, the electric energy that had only a moment ago drawn our bodies together like magnets rapidly torpedoing into nonexistence. ‘This isn’t going to work, is it?’ she said, her tone calmer.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re too insecure, Julianne. That’s what the problem is.’

‘Don’t you think you’re overreacting just a little bit?’

‘To be honest, no, I don’t…’ She frowned at me, her expression intense. ‘How am I supposed to believe you when you tell me you love me, if the moment someone dares come close to knowing about us you say that and push me away? Think about where that leaves me. It’s like… It’s like I’m just some toy you can fool around with when it suits you, and then disregard as soon as I become an inconvenience.’

‘You’re being ridiculous. I don’t treat you like that, Alex, and you know it. Why are you making such a big deal about this?’

‘Because you’re making such a big deal about this. You’re making too big a deal of us. You’ve been so paranoid about people finding out about us, it’s honestly starting to feel as though we’re not even going out.’ She continued to shake her head as she talked, her eyes wide and slightly absent. ‘I thought I was fine with it, you know, with being your undercover girlfriend. But I’m not. It’s just too hard, and I don’t think I can do it anymore.’ She waved her hands between us, still shaking her head. ‘It’s just not going to work.’

‘Alex.’ I clenched my teeth briefly, holding my hands up towards her and willing myself to be patient. ‘You are taking this way too seriously. Tomorrow you’ll wake up and realise this was all just some huge overreaction.’

‘I don’t think so. Maybe I am feeling a little crazy today, but everything I said is true. You just don’t understand…’ She looked skywards suddenly, angry tears glistening in her eyes. ‘You have no idea how hard it is to be with someone like you, Juli. Someone who’s too fucking afraid to just admit that we’re together.’

I was going to tell her that I’d told Lori about us, but somehow I couldn’t. My lips refused to part from their rigid line across my face; maybe it was because I was angry, maybe it was because I was too ashamed of the truth of her words to argue.

‘I thought I wanted a relationship with you. Now I’m thinking that would just be the worst mistake in the history of dumb things I’ve ever done.’ She took a step back, looked at me for a long moment as I stood frozen with my shoulders hunched, and then she shrugged her arms in defeat. ‘I don’t want to do this anymore. If you can’t love me openly, then…’ She shrugged again, and then before I could respond she turned and started back towards the staircase.

I felt shell-shocked, stunned that our relationship could come to such an abrupt ending, and for a moment unable to actually believe that it had. Perhaps I was having a nightmare, and any minute now I would wake up and realise it was just a dream. I forced myself to find the will to move, running after her and catching her arm. But Alex only shrugged me off and continued in silence, leaving me lingering at the top of the stairs feeling guiltier and more depressed than I ever had in my life. I gripped the railing with one hand as suddenly the junior girl passed me again, averting her gaze and rushing past having deposited her books back in the library. She turned to glance at me as she headed back towards the dormitories. I shot her a glare and watched her skitter off in fright before I turned, kicked my foot against the railing and headed back to the dorm myself. Lori and Emma both looked at me with concern as I stalked in and crawled into bed without saying anything, but thankfully they didn’t question me.

I faced the wall, lying on my side, and scrunched my hands into tight fists. I was angry at the girl who’d seen us kissing and I was angry at Alex for not understanding, but mostly I was angry at myself. How could I have shoved her off of me like that? I couldn’t imagine the rejection she would have felt at what I’d said to her when that kid had interrupted. I tried to tell myself that I didn’t care how she was feeling, that she was a bitch for being so self-centred and not understanding how difficult I was finding life at the moment, but of course I did care. I cared very, very much. And I knew deep down that Alex wasn’t the one with the problem, whether she was feeling overly emotional that day or not. The problem was mine.

I rolled over and looked at the clock on the wall: one thirty-five in the afternoon. I wiped a hand across my face aggressively, feeling tears and hating the fact that they’d appeared without me realising. Knowing this was all too much to keep to myself anymore, I climbed back down my ladder in silence and stole down the hallway. I thought briefly about talking to Lori and Emma about it, but it wasn’t other teenagers’ condolences and opinions I was after. I needed a grown-up, someone I trusted and someone I knew cared about me, someone who would listen with an open ear, without judging, and make me feel as though they could take control of the situation. So I crept down the hallway and hesitated outside Miss Wheaton’s door before taking a deep breath and knocking.





Courage

‘Hello?’ I cracked the door open and peered inside. Miss Wheaton was sitting at a small desk opposite the window, reading in the light of the desk-lamp, wearing glasses, jeans and a sky-blue blouse. She looked confused when she saw me and gestured me inside.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, seeing my probably red eyes by then.

I frowned and shrugged, tucking my hands in my pockets. Now that I was facing her, watching the carpet awkwardly and feeling her concerned gaze on my face, I wasn’t sure exactly how to begin. But I was filled with a strong sense of comfort knowing that she was there. I decided to just be direct and get straight to the point, though my voice was unsteady and betrayed the fear suddenly fluttering in my chest.

‘Miss Wheaton,’ I said. ‘I…’ I inhaled and clenched my jaw. My voice sounded distant and fuzzy as I continued. I was scared if I didn’t come out with it now I would lose my nerve. ‘I think I’m gay.’ My heartbeat increased as the words finally stumbled over my lips. ‘Yep, I really think I’m gay. And I’m pretty sure I’ve just lost the first girl I’ve ever liked, and I don’t know how to fix my screwed-up head so I can accept myself and be able to, you know, be in a functional relationship, and I need someone’s help, because…’ I frowned at the floor. ‘Because I can’t do it on my own.’

Miss Wheaton looked surprised for a moment before she leant back in her chair and laced her fingers in her lap. Then she composed her face and motioned a hand towards her bed. I glanced at her with eyes narrowed in defence, watching a hint of a smile play around her lips as I closed the door behind me and crept over to sit on the edge of the mattress. I folded my arms across my stomach and hunched over them, avoiding her eyes.

My teacher’s voice was gentle as she braced her elbows on her knees and faced me. I looked up at her and she smiled at me, her eyes warm and kind and accepting and filling me with a sudden sense of ease. ‘There is absolutely nothing wrong with being gay,’ she said. ‘I don’t want you ever to think otherwise.’

‘I know there’s nothing wrong with it.’

She frowned a little, tilting her head to one side. ‘So what’s the problem?’

‘I don’t know.’ My voice was muffled as I spoke in the direction of my feet. ‘I just…I mean, my brain just can’t seem to accept it. If it was any of my friends, you know, I wouldn’t have a problem with it. It’s just…it’s me this time.’ I shrugged, wishing I was able to explain it better but not really knowing how to. Now that I was voicing my thoughts and fears allowed, they didn’t seem to make quite as much sense.

‘Well, I’m not a qualified counsellor…’ Miss Wheaton paused as she looked at me with her eyebrows raised. ‘But I think the first thing to ask is: do you know you like girls, or are you still figuring it out? And there’s nothing wrong with either of course.’

My response was so immediate I barely had time to process it. ‘I know I like girls.’ I turned my face to one side as though the gesture would make me less visible. ‘I mean, it just feels…right.’ I shrugged again awkwardly, my cheeks reddening slightly.

‘It must be liberating to feel so assured of your identity.’ Miss Wheaton smiled as though she was revealing to me a secret that deep down I already knew, and I nodded, my shoulders drooping a little as the truth of her words finally registered in my brain. I really was assured of my identity. I knew who I was, I knew how I felt…especially about Alex. The problem wasn’t that I couldn’t accept myself. The problem was the fear of the unknown sitting in my stomach and refusing to hand over the reins. What would happen if I was honest about this? How would people respond? How would my parents respond if they found out? Could I handle living the way I wanted, knowing that my mother wouldn’t support me? Did it really matter what she thought anymore? My thoughts spun in dizzying circles until I frowned and focused on the carpet again.

‘I know it’s just fear. I just don’t know what will happen.’

Miss Wheaton’s forehead creased. ‘Could anyone know what would happen?’

‘I suppose not.’

She paused for a moment before continuing. ‘So what’s “screwed-up” about your head? Is it just the fear of coming out?’

I shrugged, gazing at the floor. ‘Mum hates it. Being gay and all.’

‘Do you think she’d feel differently if you told her you were gay?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe. Probably not.’

‘So…maybe you don’t tell her.’ Miss Wheaton shrugged, watching me with a composed expression. ‘Maybe you just told the people closest to you. What’s the worst that could happen?’

I dropped my chin, but this time in thought rather than shame. ‘I don’t know. I mean, Mum would find out eventually, and then the worst that could happen is I get kicked out of home I suppose. But…’ I frowned, then slowly shook my head, raising my eyes to meet Miss Wheaton’s. ‘I don’t think she’d do that. I know she wouldn’t agree with my choices, and I know she’s probably not – you know, capable of thinking about it rationally at the moment anyway, but she’s not a bad person. Even if we don’t see eye to eye on most things, I’m still her daughter.’

As a moment of silence ensued and I thought back over what I’d said, I wondered how my attachment to my mum could be so freaking strong after everything that had happened. After all the fights and the verbal abuse and the distant, uncaring looks; after the anxiety and stress of being pushed out of home, and of having no one to rely on, and the ordeal with Social Services and the hospital; after our worlds, already so distant from each other, had been separated even more…how could I still care what she thought? How could I still consider her a part of the equation? My mum and I weren’t suited to an enduring relationship. We had too many differences, and too many similarities, to ever make it work. Perhaps it was time I started to let her go, I thought, feeling a stab of sorrow in my chest. Perhaps it was finally time that I accepted I would never have the relationship I wanted with her, and start to move on. I took a deep breath, holding back the tears stoically and gazing into the distance. ‘I can’t stop thinking of my mum,’ I whispered, frowning at the closed door of Miss Wheaton’s office. ‘I can’t stop thinking of how it will affect her. We’ve barely got enough relationship left to save, and yet I can’t stop thinking that all this will do is create another barrier.’

Miss Wheaton watched me quietly for a moment, her tone gentle when she finally spoke again. ‘She’s still your mum, Juli. Take it from someone who knows: no matter how much shit goes on in a family, you’ll still always love them, no matter how hard it is. But there has to be a balance, sweetheart, a balance between caring for your family and caring for yourself. And right now, you need to make sure you’re taking care of yourself. So the question is, are you prepared to ignore your feelings and push Alex away simply because of what your mother might think?’

I frowned. ‘How do you know it’s Alex?’

‘I’m a teacher, Juli. I know everything that goes on in this place.’

I smiled vaguely at that and then lapsed back into thought. Was I really willing to ignore my feelings for Alex, pretend to like guys, deny my entire sense of self-identity, and live a life of unhappiness…just for my mum? Yes, we were related, and yes, I would still always love her, and yes, perhaps I could have shown her a little more respect over the years. But I couldn’t keep lying to myself just to placate her. I’d be denying myself true love for the rest of my life, and life wasn’t really worth living if it didn’t involve love. Animals and dysfunctional families could only get you so far – I’d learnt that much at least. And life certainly didn’t seem worth living without Alex.

‘We got into a fight,’ I said. ‘Alex and I. Well, it wasn’t really a fight. It was more of a break-up. She said she didn’t want to see me anymore, that she couldn’t see me anymore…because she’s tired of me not being able to be honest and open about the relationship. And I told Lori about us, you know, before we even got into the argument, but I couldn’t seem to tell Alex that.’

‘What do you reckon would happen if you did come out?’

I shrugged again. People might talk for a few days, some people might disagree with it, and some might approach me and ask me about it. But I knew my friends wouldn’t care, and my teachers wouldn’t care, and I didn’t think my father would care, and as for my mother – well, Miss Wheaton was right. I didn’t need to tell her straight away, at least not while she was still in hospital. And Alex…Alex would be over the moon. More than that, I knew she would be proud of me.

And that was when I suddenly had an epiphany.

What would my future look like if the secrets continued? I’d be flitting between unexciting relationships with men I wasn’t attracted to, denying myself the pleasure of real love, real romance, real attraction, simply because I was scared. Wouldn’t it be better just to come out now, ignore what everyone else thought, and enjoy myself while it lasted? And if it changed, if one day in the future I did decide I liked guys, well…at least I wouldn’t have wasted ten years waiting until I was one hundred percent sure. Because I was sure about Alex now, and suddenly that was all that really seemed to matter.

The knot of tension in my gut started to unwind a little. ‘This is terrifying.’

Miss Wheaton spread her hands in front of her, palms upwards. ‘Don’t let it be terrifying. Just take it one step at a time.’

I nodded. ‘Maybe if I just told my closest friends first, and then worked my way up from there.’ I stared at the carpet, leaning forward to brace my elbows on my knees. Then I hesitated for a moment, internally hoping that some enormous splurge of courage would suddenly inspire me to go and tell the entire world they could fuck themselves, because I was gay and proud of it. Well, no huge wave of courage turned up, but a small ripple in my chest did, and suddenly I wanted to go tell Emma and Harvey the truth, and that was a good start.

‘I know I shouldn’t be trying to influence your decision,’ Miss Wheaton said, looking at me intently, ‘but imagine how much better you’d feel if you didn’t have to hide who you are anymore. Imagine being able to hang out with Alex like the other girls hang out with their boyfriends. Imagine having that kind of freedom.’

‘I can’t.’

‘You can, Juli. You’re a strong, brave young woman—’

‘No.’ I looked up and smiled at her suddenly. ‘I mean I can’t even imagine it.’

She pressed her lips together and smiled back, her blue eyes twinkling with delight.

I pushed myself off the edge of the mattress and turned slowly towards the door, looking back and shrugging my shoulders a little, my lips now permanently upturned. ‘Thank you.’

‘It was my pleasure. It always is, Juli, you know that.’

I nodded and hesitated, and then suddenly I turned around and strode hurriedly over to her, leaning down and wrapping my arms around her neck before she could even comprehend what was happening. She laughed a little and wound her arms around me, patting my back gently with one hand. ‘It was my pleasure.’

Suddenly the phone rang from her desk, and she excused herself with a smile to go and answer it. After a moment of quiet, she turned back to me with a small smile. ‘It’s for you. Line one.’

I sat down at her desk chair and worriedly picked up the phone as she backed out of the room and shut the door behind her. ‘Hello?’

‘Hey, sweetheart, it’s Dad.’

My expression relaxed somewhat.

‘I was just calling to let you know that you are now the brand new big sister of little Edward Francis Winters-Page.’

I smiled. ‘Really? I have a little brother?’ I hadn’t thought the birth of my half-sibling would feel like a concrete part of my reality. After all, I’d just barely reconnected with my dad, and I’d never even met his girlfriend. But excitement rapidly started stirring in my chest at the news.

‘You really do, sweetheart. He was born about an hour ago. Seven pounds ten, no complications, except for being a few weeks overdue of course. I’ll tell you what, Mel’s glad that he’s finally arrived. She was getting very uncomfortable.’

‘Are you calling from the hospital?’

‘Yeah. Anyway, we can’t fly up just yet as Edward’s too young, so you’ll have to wait until you come down for the holidays to meet him. But he won’t have grown all that much by then, don’t you worry. And guess what, sweetheart? You’ll be very pleased with this. I’ve already bought Edward his first Akubra, so that when we come up to Warrabeela to visit you in the future he’ll be suitably adorned. Melanie and I are even looking at possibly buying a small block of land just outside Melbourne. My job’s in the city but I’m really missing the country, you know?’

I nodded. ‘That’s great Dad.’

‘And we’ve set up the spare room for you. There’s a cupboard of baby clothes in there but Edward’s cot will be in our room for the first few months so you’ll have plenty of privacy. The second bathroom is right across the hall from your room so you’ve got that all to yourself too. Oh my God, Julianne, you’re going to love him. He’s so beautiful, all pink and soft and squishy. Did I tell you he’s got your eyes and chin? He’s going to be a mini-you, I can see it now. I can’t wait until he’s old enough and you and I can teach him to ride. You know what they say, a true country boy should be able to ride a horse before he can walk. Mel’s looking forward to having an extra helper over the holidays too. It’s not easy raising a child, you know. I do everything I can when I’m home of course, but I work nine till five in the city, and the tram ride takes half an hour there and back. Anyway, we’ll be able to introduce him properly soon.’

I couldn’t help but smile at the rapture of his tone. ‘I can’t wait.’ Then I paused, chewing on my bottom lip uncertainly. ‘Have you heard any more from Mum?’

‘I have, sweetheart. That was my second piece of news.’

‘She’s okay, isn’t she?’

‘Your mother’s fine, don’t you worry. Someone from the hospital rang me up yesterday to give me an update. She hasn’t attempted any further self-harm since the incident several weeks back. They’ve organised a mental health care plan for her and said she’s progressing nicely in therapy. I think they’re aiming to be able to discharge her from the hospital within the next couple of months, but they’ll be increasing the dosage of her medication before then and assessing the property and all that to determine whether letting her come home is going to be the most productive option.’

‘But she’s okay?’

‘She’s okay.’

I breathed a sigh of relief.

‘So tell me how school’s going?’

I hesitated. ‘Alright, I suppose. I’m fairly sure I’m going to fail this term though. There’s been – a lot going on, and I haven’t had much time to study.’

‘Is there anything I can help with?’

‘Can you sit my exams for me?’

‘I wish I could, honey. Well…all you can do is your best – we can work around whatever happens after that.’

‘I have something to tell you as well.’ A little voice suddenly piped up in my head shouting No! but I pushed it away with a small triumphant smile, and then I took a deep breath and exhaled in a rush. ‘I’m gay.’

My father was silent for a second. ‘Wow, I was not expecting that. Well…good on you! That’s fantastic, love. I’m so happy for you.’

I smiled, astonishment blossoming in my chest. ‘Really?’

‘Of course! Honey, you could like men, women or cartoon characters and I wouldn’t mind. I just want you to be happy. Is there a special someone around who helped you figure all this out?’

‘Well, yes…’

He was silent for a moment, then when I didn’t continue: ‘Are you dating?’

‘We were, but we sort of…broke up. I haven’t actually come out yet, not until today, so we’ve sort of been dating under the radar, and then – I pushed her off me when someone saw us kissing.’

He was quiet for a moment. ‘She probably just felt a little rejected, love.’

‘I don’t know what to say to her to fix it.’

‘Well…’ He took a deep, slow breath. ‘You know, honey, I’m not sure if you’ll be able to fix it until you do come out. If she wants to go out with someone who’s open about the relationship, then that’s what you’ll have to give her.’

‘Yeah.’ I sighed. ‘I’m going to tell my closest friends and then go talk to her.’ Hopefully she would be happy enough that I’d made a start, and wouldn’t mind me taking it slow.

‘That sounds like a good idea. And I’m so proud of you for coming out, honey. That’s a really big step to take for anyone, especially for someone as young as yourself – and even more so considering the shit you’ve had to go through over the last few months. You’ll have to invite her to Melbourne one day. Oh, I’m just so excited to have you coming to stay this holiday. We’ll have a fantastic time, don’t you worry. Now I’m so sorry to break up this wonderful conversation, but I’d better get back to Mel and Edward. I think they’re going to try breastfeeding again in a few minutes. I’ll ring you again on the weekend to give you an update on the baby, okay? And you let me know how it goes with your girlfriend.’

I grinned. It felt weird to hear someone else call Alex my girlfriend, but it was a good kind of weird, a very good kind of weird.





Allegations

I didn’t get a chance to speak to Emma until the following day, and even then it was only brief. Everyone was so caught up in the hype of examinations; Emma didn’t even hear me when I told her I was gay the first time. I repeated myself slowly and her eyes brightened. ‘That’s great,’ she said, gripping my arm lightly and smiling, and then she turned her attention back to her textbook, leaving me to exhale in a mixture of relief and astonishment.

I wasn’t able to talk to anyone else until after exam block had passed. Harvey was still avoiding me, and I hadn’t been able to find Alex since the scene beside the library. I’d seen her a few times from a distance during assembly, but she’d refused to look in my direction. So I just focused as well as I was able to on my schoolwork, until finally the snowball of examinations and assessments had passed. My plan was to seek her out the following Wednesday afternoon after classes, once the stress of mid-semester reports had been alleviated with the release of our subject grades. But that morning after second period, before I’d had a chance to prep myself and think about what I was going to say to her, she suddenly appeared from the dormitory complex as I was walking back with my books.

I frowned as I noticed that her fists were balled beside her and her expression was stony. She watched me from a distance as we approached each other, her eyes hard and her mouth set in a frown, and then suddenly it dawned on me that she was walking directly towards me. Rather than subtly motion me off to one side though, she shouldered her way through the group of students separating us and came to a standstill in front of me. ‘I need to speak with you.’

‘I need to speak with you too.’ I followed her off to one side of the walkway, and then I opened my mouth to tell her about what had happened, but she interrupted me before I could say anything, reaching up a hand and pointing at me with one forefinger, such unfriendliness emanating from her that I was surprised she didn’t actually jab me with it.

‘You know that kid that saw us making out?’ she said. ‘Well, apparently she got scared after you told me to get off you, and after a good deal of thought she decided she was sure I’d been – you know, doing stuff against your will. Yes, it took her a good few days to finally pluck up the courage to speak, but her righteous soul just couldn’t keep quiet.’ Alex’s cheeks reddened and her eyes glistened with tears suddenly. ‘Your fucked-up reaction now has the principal thinking I was sexually harassing you – which wouldn’t be hard to accept, you know, given your friends already lodged their complaints a couple of months ago.’

I felt my insides clench, and my expression closed off automatically.

Alex crossed her arms over her chest, looking more uncomfortable and exposed than I’d thought she was capable of, though she was trying not to show it. ‘I’m now being questioned as to whether I understand the legal consequences of sexual assault.’ She shook her head, her expression resentful. ‘You’re going to have to say something.’

‘Why didn’t you just tell Mrs Bentley that we’re together?’

Her mouth fell open suddenly, her eyes narrowing scornfully. ‘Oh my God. Oh my God, you’re a motherfucking genius. Now why didn’t I think of that before?’ She glared at me, tightening her fists against her elbows. ‘Oh, that’s right – because she doesn’t fucking believe me, does she? And it’s not like I’m going to be arrested or anything, but I’ll sure as hell get kicked out of St Peter’s with allegations like this against me…Actually, come to think about it, maybe I will get arrested. Maybe they’ll just lock me up in juvie until I’m old enough to be transferred to an adult prison, where I can officially begin my life as an alleged sex offender… Fucking hell. This is all your fault. If you’d just reacted less defensively, we wouldn’t be in this mess. You’re going to have to go speak to the principal and tell her the truth. And before you can give me some pathetic little line about how you’re not ready, let me tell you that I really don’t give a shit how you feel anymore, Julianne. If you don’t come clean now, I’ll end up under lock and key. Do you understand? This is serious. So you have to speak up, alright? I don’t care how or who to, just fix it.’

‘Alex, listen to me for a second.’ I grabbed her upper arms as she made to turn away and forced myself into her line of sight. ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’ I exhaled suddenly, closing my eyes and frowning as I tried to think how to word it. In the end, I just let the words roll out on their own. ‘I’m out, okay? I want to be open about this – about you and me, as a couple. I’ve told Lori and Emma…I’ve even told my dad.’

She watched me in hesitant silence.

‘I mean, I don’t know if I’m quite up to standing on the rooftop and shouting it out to the world, but I can be honest now, Alex, I really can.’

She cleared her throat uncomfortably. ‘What…what changed?’

I shrugged, staring at her intensely. ‘I just realised a few things – with some help from a few people.’

She frowned in silence as though trying to comprehend what I’d said. ‘Well… You still have to talk to Mrs Bentley. I wasn’t joking about how serious this was.’

‘I’ll go put my books away and then I’ll go straight to her office. I promise.’

She nodded and narrowed her eyes at me. ‘I’ll meet you there then.’ And before I could say anything more, she turned towards the administration block and strode off.

The coolness with which she’d departed, and the sudden thought of coming clean to the principal, sent a few abrupt ricochets of panic through my chest. But I knew I didn’t have a choice now, and I didn’t want to have a choice. The people in my life were too important to me now – Alex was too important to me now… Too important to throw it all away just because of a little stupid fear that I thought had some sort of control over me. Well, I wasn’t going to let it win this time. I wasn’t going to run away. I wasn’t going to hide on the Dead Bed wishing it would all just go away. I wasn’t going to suppress it to the point of convincing myself that I didn’t have a problem. Not anymore. This time, I was going to face it, and I was going to charge it down with every cell of determination I had. I couldn’t let fear stand in my way any longer.

I quickened my pace and deposited my books on my desk, then after tightening my ponytail and smoothing down the front of my uniform, I jogged back down the corridor, down the stairs, out of the glass doors of the dormitory complex, and into the sunshine. I started up the path towards the office, but before I could reach it, my way was barred by a massive crowd of students all gathered beside the outdoor gym. I frowned with frustration and tried to force my way through before realising my attempts were futile. That was when I first heard the distressed sobs, the piercing shrieks, and the frantic shouting issuing from the middle of the throng.

Lori and Emma suddenly appeared beside me looking confused. ‘What’s going on?’

I shrugged, and then we tried to push our way through, but the students were packed tighter than sardines, all too focused on the event in the middle to realise we were trying to pass. I scowled as I was shoved backwards and then motioned for Lori and Emma to stay put as I said I’d find out what was going on. I looked around for something to climb upon, and my eyes fell on the brightly coloured climbing frame, so I made my way over there hurriedly. I scaled it and perched on the top of the monkey bars to search through the crowds for the source of the commotion, and then my heart plummeted straight down to the floor as my eyes fell on the scene that had unfolded.





Rooftop

Alex was standing in the centre of the crowd with hunched shoulders and a crimson face wet with tears, her whole body shaking with distraught sobs and her hands trembling violently as she reached her fingers to her mouth in distress. ‘Mrs Bentley, I promise I didn’t—’

‘This had gone too far for me to handle.’ The principal appeared suddenly beside Alex and held a hand out towards her. ‘Miss Calvin, please, let’s go to the office…’

‘But I wasn’t—’

‘I’m going to have to involve the authorities after this.’

‘Mrs Bentley—’

‘Now, Miss Calvin. Move.’

A young girl with blonde pigtails suddenly moved into view, her lips trembling and fat tears brimming in her swollen, red eyes. A handful of students her age gathered around her compactly, wrapping their arms around her and patting every inch of her they could reach. Mrs Bentley moved towards her, shooed the other students away, and started directing her towards the office as well. ‘I’ll need you to stay with me until the police arrive, Lucy.’

My mouth parted with shock and the blood drained out of my face. What was going on?

Mrs Bentley asked the child something too quietly for me to hear. The kid motioned to her upper arms, stammering something unintelligible as fresh tears ran down her pale face.

‘I didn’t fucking assault anyone!’ Alex screamed suddenly, whirling around and snarling viciously as Mr Clifford moved and linked his arms through hers to restrain her. ‘Mrs Bentley, I didn’t do anything! This is all just some huge mistake! Ask Juli – go get Juli! You have to believe me!’

I realised with a burst of fury as they started to make their way through the crowds that Alex was really and truly being accused of assault. I swung off the top of the monkey bars and started charging through the gardens without another second’s thought, slinging branches out of my way as they scratched every inch of bare skin available. I dodged the hordes of students and followed their direction towards the front office, finally stumbling onto lawn and frantically brushing a few stray leaves from my collar as I circled the multitude of people and headed for the front steps. Knowing I needed height, I didn’t hesitate to race across to the jacaranda tree growing beside the staircase and hurriedly scale it to the topmost branch. The boughs were bare with the coming of winter, leaving me with a perfectly clear view of the crowd below. Once at the top, I stood up straight, my feet curled around the rough wood for balance, one hand leaning steadily against the trunk and a scowl etched across my face as I called for everybody’s attention.

‘Oi!’ I bellowed, my voice echoing off the houses across the street. ‘Everyone, up here!’

A confused silence settled over the hundreds of students and teachers gathered on the front lawn, and then a shocked murmur ran through the air as eyes sought me out amongst the grey branches of the jacaranda and fingers gestured to point me out to friends. So much for not being ready to shout it from the rooftops.

‘Hi.’ Everyone gazed at me in a mixture of confusion and apprehension, the latter probably for my current mental state. But I didn’t care if I looked absolutely insane, standing there in a tree screaming at the rest of my school – I just wanted this all to end. ‘Hi, it’s Juli. Don’t worry, I’m not crazy, I’m up here so you all can see me.’ The words started flowing from me without hesitation. My heart was pounding in my throat and my stomach was twisting with adrenaline, but this time it didn’t stop me. ‘I have an announcement to make,’ I said. ‘That there girl you’re accusing of assault?’ I pointed to Alex, who was watching me with pursed lips as she trembled every so often with suppressed tears. ‘Alex Calvin? The tall redhead who everyone I’m sure by now has heard really serious rumours about? Well, it’s all a lie. It’s all one fucking big lie. She never did anything of the sort. I’m her freaking girlfriend, alright? Not victim – girlfriend. And you can say and think what you want, but I really don’t give a shit anymore. I’m totally in love with Alex Calvin, and I owe her so many apologies for being such a dickhead that I can’t even begin to voice them aloud. And let me assure you that everything that’s ever been said against her is just one huge, messed-up misunderstanding that evolved because I’ve been such a fucking – witless – moron.’

I heard Mrs Bentley’s grave voice from the midst of the crowd. ‘Lucy?’

The blonde-haired girl whimpered in between words. ‘I didn’t know that, miss. She just grabbed me by the arms and I thought she was going to try and do things to me like I heard Gemma say she did things to one of the older girls…’

‘I grabbed you to move you out of my way,’ Alex snapped.

‘Yeah, and that older girl she was “doing things” to was me,’ I said. ‘And let me tell you I was doing them right back, and we were both very, very consenting about it.’

‘Alright, Julianne, that’s enough,’ Mrs Bentley said. ‘Jesus Christ, you girls are going to drive me into an early grave. Alright, everyone back to your classes now, there’s nothing more to see here. Julianne? Out of the tree immediately, and I will see you, Alex and Lucy in my office. Now.’

I took a huge breath, meeting Alex’s eyes and smiling a little as the corner of her lips turned up. Then I looked down, and whether it was because I’d spontaneously developed a phobia of heights, or whether it was because I was in shock after making such a speech, or whether it was because I was so emotionally drained I literally did not have any energy left, I wasn’t quite sure. But suddenly the ground started to tremble underneath me, and the branches started to roll up and down, and I felt my head spin giddily and my face go numb and cold as the blood drained out of it. I gripped onto the trunk with one hand and frowned, swaying on the branch on which I stood. ‘I feel a little giddy,’ I said, blinking a few times.

There were anxious murmurs from below, but when I looked at the sea of faces they’d merged into a grey indistinguishable smudge. I continued to rock unsteadily as I heard disjointed, anxious questions fired at me from every direction.

‘Juli? Juli, are you alright?’

‘Just climb down slowly, okay? Come on now, kiddo…’

I started to climb down tremulously as my vision became more and more obscured and the world started spinning around me aggressively. ‘I feel dizzy.’ My voice was shaky as my hands started to slip from around the branches. ‘I…’

‘Juli, come on, steady now.’

‘That’s it, sweetheart, we’ve nearly got you. Just a little further…’

‘I’m coming up, okay? Just stay there…’

Then without warning I slipped sideways and blacked out.





Reunions and Reconciliations

I blinked groggily as I awoke to bright white lights, and peered around through the slits in my eyelids. ‘Oh my God.’ I lifted my arms a fraction and struggled against the sheets encasing me, remembering what had happened with a puzzled frown as I felt hands help me sit up. I felt as though I was simultaneously recovering from a hangover and a very deep, very satisfying sleep. ‘Holy fuck,’ I said, my head spinning as I fell back against the pillows. I heard laughter in the background and blinked slowly, my eyes focusing on the four faces at the end of my bed: Alex, Lori, Emma and Miss Wheaton.

‘Hey,’ Lori said, grinning and laughing as I met her eyes.

‘How are you feeling, Juli?’ Miss Wheaton asked.

I nodded to let her know I was fine, and then sucked in a startled breath as a fifth figure suddenly moved into my field of vision: a tall, sturdy, dark-blond, male figure with lighter-coloured skin and a few more grey hairs than I remembered, but a familiar figure nonetheless, with warm brown eyes that crinkled kindly as they met mine. I bit my bottom lip as it suddenly trembled a little. ‘Dad?’

My father smiled, flashing his familiar overlapping teeth as he reached up and tapped an imaginary Akubra in greeting. ‘Howdy there, partner. I didn’t think I’d be seeing you so soon.’

I straightened up hurriedly and held out my arms as he moved forward, wrapping them around his neck and hugging him for all I was worth as he leant over me and squeezed me tightly. Then suddenly it felt as though nothing else in the whole world seemed to matter anymore. My dad was there now, and he loved me enough to leave his girlfriend and newborn child in Melbourne to fly up and see me, and that was all I cared about.

‘We called an ambulance when you passed out,’ Miss Wheaton said as Dad drew back and sat down on the chair beside my bed, continuing to hold my hand in his. ‘You’re very lucky to have escaped with nothing but a few scratches and bruises. Thankfully there were quite a few people trying to catch you.’ She suppressed a sudden smile of amusement. ‘Anyway, the paramedics ran some tests but everything came back normal, so they said it was most likely stress that caused your collapse, and then they moved you here and said just to keep an eye on you.’

‘Well, I feel quite normal.’ I stretched out my arms in front of me and narrowed my eyes at the multitude of scratches and bruises along them. ‘A little banged up, but other than that I just feel like I’ve had a very, very good sleep.’

‘Well, I don’t think that’s anything to complain about.’

I hesitated, watching my teacher’s kind face as she swept her blonde hair behind her ears, and meeting her eyes with sincere repentance. ‘I’m really sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused.’

She surprised me by laughing. ‘Well now, I think a detention or two will stop you from climbing any more trees, don’t you? Mrs Bentley would like to have a chat with you and Alex though when you feel up to it, just to smooth everything out and tie up a few loose ends.’

‘What time is it?’

‘Five thirty in the evening. Dinner will be ready soon, but I suggest you just stay here for now. Mrs Donovan will bring you some tea later on.’

‘I heard all about your climactic showdown,’ Dad said teasingly, squeezing my fingers lightly. ‘I must say I’m rather sorry I missed that, seeing my daughter screaming at two hundred or so startled students from the top of a jacaranda tree – reminds me of when you were little.’

My cheeks reddened as everybody laughed.

‘Anyway, pretty much the whole of Brisbane knows that you and Alex are an item now,’ Lori said, grinning. ‘There may be one or two households on the outskirts who didn’t hear you, but the rest of the city is covered.’

I smiled a little, my eyes flickering to Alex, who was leaning against the far wall, her arms folded across her chest and her eyes roaming my face in silence. She didn’t smile when I looked at her, and I wondered with a pang of regret if we were still an item, or if I’d taken it one step too far this time, and she would want to seriously call things off. Then I almost laughed, because I realised the worry was still there, and that for some miraculous reason, it had simply released me from its clutch for the ten minutes I really needed it to. I shook my head slowly in a mixture of disbelief and relief that it was all finally over, thinking that my sudden burst of energy and bravery had been a freaking miracle.

And then suddenly an encouraging little voice in my head spoke up and said that it hadn’t been some random miracle of fate. No, it had been courage, courage I knew now I had inside of me, courage I knew now could combat anything my mind told me I couldn’t handle. None of it had happened by chance, I thought proudly. That wasn’t a miracle that occurred. That was all me.

I clenched my fingers tightly around my dad’s and smiled at the thought, and then I took a deep breath and glanced back at Emma, knowing that I hadn’t really had a chance to talk to her properly since my preoccupied confession a few days back. ‘I’m sorry I lied to you for so long.’

She shrugged. ‘To be honest, I almost wish you hadn’t even told me during exams. It would have been so much more fun finding out via the insane jacaranda tree spectacle.’

There were a few light laughs from around the group.

‘Anyway, we’d better go,’ Lori said, prodding my foot under the blanket with her finger as she and Emma made their way out. ‘But we’ll come see you after dinner, alright?’ I nodded and watched them move to the door before turning back to the others.

Miss Wheaton stood up from where she was perched on the edge of my mattress and nodded at my father and me. ‘I should probably go as well,’ she said, turning to address me before she left. ‘Mrs Donovan’s next door if you need her.’

I nodded. ‘Thanks, Miss Wheaton. And…’ I hesitated, meeting her eyes with a small sigh of contrition and longing, hoping to convey to her through that look just how much I loved her, and how grateful I was for her support. ‘I really am sorry.’

She smiled gently and assured me that all was forgiven before excusing herself from the room and heading off in the direction of the kitchens for dinner. A peaceful quiet settled in the room in which the only sounds I could hear were my father breathing beside me, the tick of the fans, and the occasional rustle from Mrs Donovan’s office.

Dad sighed suddenly, and then reached out to take one of my hands in both of his. ‘I’ve missed you,’ he said. ‘Up to the moon and back.’ He looked at me intently, his expression open and warm and extremely comforting. I suddenly couldn’t understand why I’d ever doubted him.

‘I’ve missed you too.’ I straightened my posture somewhat, frowning a little. I was very conscious of the fact that Alex was standing in discreet silence against the opposite wall, her eyes averted now, but I didn’t want to stop talking to my father just yet – I’d only just got him back. ‘Did the office call you?’

‘Yeah. They let me know what had happened after dialling for the ambulance, and I thought it would be best if I flew up for a few days to make sure you’re okay. You remind me of your mum and me when we were teenagers, you know. We used to sneak ’round the back of my dad’s brewery and get absolutely hammered… Oh, yes, by the way – I heard about the first incident. Mrs Bentley has filled me in on absolutely everything.’

‘I’m sorry for screwing up again.’

‘Well, from what I’ve heard, life hasn’t been treating you very fairly. And for the record, I’m sorry too. For everything that’s happened between your mother and me, and for placing you in the middle of it, and for not being there when you needed me. I hope you know now that it will never happen again.’ He retrieved my hand from the mattress and squeezed it gently, smiling his familiar crooked smile. ‘I’ll be there from now on, okay?’

‘Okay.’ I smiled back at him. ‘And I promise to keep my nose clean.’

‘Hah. We both know that’s not going to happen.’

I grinned.

‘Alright, well…I’ll leave you two together.’ He leaned down and kissed my cheek. ‘They’ve offered me dinner and then I’m going to catch a late flight home. I’ll come say goodbye before I leave. I love you, sweetheart.’

I smiled. ‘Love you too, Dad.’

He headed out of the sickbay, his stride bow-legged and deep from a lifetime of riding horses, his boots thudding gently on the floor. I watched him until he’d disappeared before taking a long, deep breath and slowly turning my head to face Alex.

She pushed off the wall casually, avoiding my eyes as she strolled over to the head of my bed and sank onto the edge of the mattress. She twiddled her fingers around a loose piece of cotton on the hem of her T-shirt, looking uncomfortable now everyone was gone.

‘Alex?’

She looked up at me, her hazel eyes filled with unexpected remorse.

I found my tense shoulders relaxing, and I shrugged apologetically. ‘I’m sorry, Alex. I’m sorry for being such a prat and for lying and not thinking about how you were feeling and for any embarrassment that may have resulted from – you know, the jacaranda tree spectacle.’

She looked down as a crease formed between her eyebrows. ‘Yeah, you should be.’ Then her tone and expression both softened. ‘But for the record, I’m sorry too. I said a lot of things the other day that I didn’t mean.’

‘Forgive and forget then?’

She nodded slowly, averting her eyes and pausing to scratch a fingernail distractedly against the bedsheet. ‘And I take back everything I said about wanting us to break up.’

‘Don’t worry, if you pull the break-up card in future again, I’ll let you know about it.’ I watched her mournful face for a moment before patting the mattress beside me and pulling the edge of the sheet back.

She crawled in beside me, winding an arm around my waist as she slid down the mattress and rested her head on my shoulder. I watched her close her eyes and reached up a hand to brush the hair off her face gently, leaning my head down to inhale the sweet scent of her coconut shampoo. I kissed the top of her head protectively, frowning at the silent tears I suddenly saw dripping down her cheeks. ‘What’s wrong?’

She reached a hand up to wipe her face. ‘It’s just been a stressful few days.’

‘Well, that I can understand.’

She sniffed in response. ‘I suppose you can come clean about Courtney’s video now.’

I nodded. ‘To be honest, it doesn’t even seem worth it anymore.’

She wrapped her fingers around my hand resting against her collarbone, and sighed gently, holding it tightly and letting her chin drop onto her chest. When she closed her eyes and kissed my bruised skin softly, I knew for certain that all was forgiven.

‘By the way,’ she said quietly, ‘I heard that you failed most of your exams.’

‘I expected as much. Hopefully I’ll be able to re-sit them.’

‘Also, your dad…well, he said I could come visit you in Melbourne during the holidays…if you’d like that.’

I smiled and nodded, taking a deep, slow breath as I closed my eyes and traced my fingers around her face delicately, brushing away the strands of ginger hair clinging to her eyelashes. ‘I’d love that. And I love you too, very much.’

She smiled. ‘Right back at you.’





Loose Ends

Mrs Bentley, Alex and I talked the very next day and settled the confusion regarding the allegations against Alex. Not only that, but I took it upon myself to apologise both for letting things get so far and for causing such a disturbance. The principal, thankfully, did not dwell on my wrongdoings for too long, and said she’d settle for a little help with some paperwork next term as retribution. Then she smiled and said: ‘I’m proud of you, Julianne. You’ve come a very, very long way since I first met you.’

I smiled back a little, my cheeks flushing. ‘Thanks.’

‘And as for you two going out…’ Her voice sobered suddenly, though her eyes were twinkling with amusement. ‘I have no problem with students dating, but the same rules apply to every couple – no canoodling in front of any other students or teachers, no carrying on in class, no allowing relationships to interfere with your schoolwork, understand?’

We both repressed smiles and nodded.

Mrs Bentley leant back and stacked a few folders together, tapping the edges against her desk to align them. ‘Now obviously, what you get up to in your own time I have very little control over. But I’m trusting you both to be responsible and sensible role models for the younger students. I don’t want to hear of anymore public displays of affection.’

Alex and I glanced at each other and grinned.

‘And Julianne, I’ll organise for you to re-sit your exams early next week before school breaks, okay? I was going to offer for you to do them next term but I didn’t think you’d want that hanging over your head all holidays.’

I nodded in definitive agreement.

Harvey approached me that evening at dinnertime, holding his meal against his chest and eyeing the empty seat beside me nervously. ‘Is that taken?’ he asked.

I shook my head and moved over a fraction, waiting until he’d sat down to turn around and face him. I took a deep breath and looked up at him apologetically. ‘Harvey, I’m so—’

He shook his head and held up a hand. ‘Please, don’t apologise. I had no idea that you were – you know, into girls.’

I smiled. ‘Yeah, I probably should have told you about that part.’

‘Well, I probably should have picked up a bit earlier that you weren’t interested. So I guess we both made a few mistakes along the way.’

‘At least we’ve learnt for next time.’

‘Next time? I’m not planning on falling for any more lesbians, I’ll tell you that now.’

I grinned. ‘Friends then?’

He held out a hand, and after I shook it he nodded and scooped up a spoonful of mashed potato. ‘You know, it feels a bit more okay to be friends now that I know about you and Alex. And if, you know – the opinion of the crazy guy who was into you before you were gay means anything…I think you suit each other very well.’

I smiled at him. ‘It means a lot, Harvey. Thanks.’

The Friday morning before holidays started, I was packing all my clothes into my suitcase in the empty dormitory when Courtney suddenly appeared in the doorway. She stepped into the room softly, looking abashed and angry but not particularly confrontational, which made me raise my eyebrows a little in surprise. She avoided my eyes until she was standing at the end of my bed, leaning against the ladder uncomfortably.

‘Hi.’ I straightened my posture, suddenly thinking it would be best to make the first move. ‘Listen, I’m sorry about what I said on the bus earlier this term. I didn’t know you’d had past problems with weight, and it was a dumb thing to say.’

‘It’s a dumb thing to say even if the person hasn’t had past problems with weight.’

I shrugged.

‘You’re not the only one who has issues, you know,’ she said. ‘I’ll admit you’ve had a lot to deal with lately, but you aren’t the only one who has challenges to face in life.’ She looked at her hands as she clenched them around the sides of the ladder. ‘Anyway, I’m sorry I threatened you, and I’m sorry about the video. If it helps, I’ve deleted the photo from my phone, and I’m not allowed to showcase the video anymore. Mrs Bentley made me edit out your part and delete it from my laptop. That part I don’t fully understand though. I mean, everyone’s already seen it.’

I laughed a little, making her look up with surprise, and then I shrugged. ‘It’s fine. If it was anybody else, I probably would have found it amusing.’

‘My parents always said I had a knack with a camera.’

I held out a hand. ‘I’m not saying we have to be best friends, okay? I don’t think either of us could handle that.’

‘Probably not.’

‘But let’s agree to at least be civil.’

She nodded, taking my hand and shaking it firmly. ‘Agreed.’ Then she smirked. ‘My friends seem to think that we have a personality clash because we’re so similar. Stupid, huh?’

I blew air through my lips as though in disbelief. But though I didn’t tell Courtney, I could see the truth as we faced each other. We may have appeared as chalk and cheese, but we were both hardened by life’s currents, we’d both been angry and hateful to hide our fears, and we were both brutally protective of very soft interiors. We may not have liked each other all that much, but Courtney and I shared a complex connection. ‘And hey,’ I said, ‘for the record, I reckon Rowan Jeffery likes you too. I saw him checking you out in English last week.’

Her blue eyes softened and lightened in spirit. ‘Really?’ When I nodded, she shrugged one shoulder and smiled a little awkwardly. ‘Well, I think you and Alex make a cute couple. Don’t listen to the haters. They’re just jealous of how much you like each other.’

I smiled at her, and she smiled back, and I knew we were okay. My thoughts turned to Alex Calvin, the beautiful, strong, self-assured, young woman I’d fallen for hard, my girlfriend whom I could love and be loved by with no more stress. My mother would find out eventually, but I didn’t think I cared anymore. Alex was too good to allow anything to change my mind about being openly together ever again. I pictured her face, her fair skin, her shoulder-length auburn hair, her delicate jaw, her deep hazel eyes with their unfathomable dark corner, and I wondered if I’d ever discover what was hidden in that corner. Probably not, I thought, but I could spend a lifetime trying. From here on in, our love was open, honest, and completely free.





Christmas Surprises

‘Juli, hand me some of that red shit on the table, will you?’ my dad called.

I grinned in amusement as Mel flapped her hands at him and said: ‘Language, please! There’s a baby in the house!’ Then I searched the mess of decorations on the dining room table until I found a ream of red crepe paper and tossed it to my father, who was balancing on a stepladder at the end of the room. He caught it and threw me a wink as he turned to the wall and started pinning the “red shit” along the top of the doorway into the lounge.

‘Do we really need to go to so much trouble, honey?’ His voice was muffled by the wad of crepe paper between his lips. ‘Honestly, your family won’t be thinking of anything but the food.’

‘Decorations give the place a nice festive feel. Besides, it saves me fussing over the dinner too much.’

‘Yeah, but it saves me from kicking my feet back and watching the tellie.’

She tutted at him and smacked his leg gently as she passed him, carrying a box of tinsel through to the lounge.

I smiled, looking down at the silver reindeers dangling from my fingertips. Then suddenly slim arms wrapped around my waist from behind, and I jumped as Alex laughed and kissed the side of my neck, nuzzling her nose into my hair. ‘I found some plastic mistletoe in one of the boxes. Do you reckon it would work as well as real mistletoe?’

I raised my eyebrows and turned my head slightly towards her. ‘I don’t know. You’ll have to try it and see.’

She smiled and suddenly reached over my head to dangle a few plastic leaves in front of my face, and then I grinned and turned my body to face her, glancing down at her mouth for a moment before leaning in to capture her lips between mine.

‘Alright, you two, knock it off,’ Mel said suddenly, appearing in the doorway to the kitchen and holding out the box of tinsel towards us. We drew apart and I reached out one hand to take the box as Mel continued. ‘Go and string those along the banister, will you? My folks will be here any second and I need to go check the chickens.’

I started carrying the tinsel through to the staircase, dragging Alex along with one hand. She snatched the box from my hand the moment we were out of the room, and I laughed aloud as she tossed it onto the couch and suddenly grabbed me around the middle, pressing her lips to mine and kissing me with fervour. I grinned and kissed her back, wrapping my arms around her waist and exploring her back with my fingertips.

‘Who needs Christmas decorations, anyway?’ She reached up to brush my hair behind my ears. ‘Let’s just do this for the whole night.’

‘I think people would probably notice if we were necking it up against the wall when they walked in.’ I kissed her for a long moment, reaching up my hand to trace my fingers along her jawline, and then I frowned a little and pulled away, cupping her face in my hands and pulling her head down so our foreheads were resting together. ‘Hey…’ I hesitated. ‘Hey, what do you reckon about maybe – getting away for the night tonight?’

Alex arched one eyebrow, her eyes roaming mine as she smiled. ‘As in getting away from the party? As in maybe – locking ourselves in your bedroom where nobody can find us and – lighting a few candles? Stuff like that?’

I nodded, gazing at her fair face and stroking my fingers down her cheeks gently. ‘Yeah. Stuff like that.’

‘Girls, seriously, get a move on please,’ Mel called frantically from the kitchen. ‘They’ll be here any minute! Do you reckon I should turn the heat up on the oven, honey? The bloody chickens don’t seem to be cooking…’

‘Language, my sweets.’

I grinned at my father’s mocking tone and pulled away as he bypassed us into the kitchen. Then I studied Alex’s face for a moment, holding her warm hands in mine between us and rubbing circles into the backs of her knuckles with my thumbs. She nodded at me slowly, her eyes glittering with exhilaration. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Yeah, I really think we should ditch the party tonight.’

I smiled daringly. ‘You ready for this?’

She exhaled breathlessly as I leaned in again, pausing an inch from her mouth tauntingly. ‘Hell yeah.’

I laughed at that and pecked her lips once more lightly before turning to grab the box of tinsel from the couch and heading through to the staircase. I could hear Melanie and my father bantering quietly over the roast dinner in the kitchen, and I smiled to myself as I held pieces of tinsel out for Alex to wrap around the banister. Melanie had proved to be everything I’d ever dreamed of having in a stepmother: the perfect blend of compassion, wit, discipline, and embarrassing conduct.

My thoughts turned to my mum after that, and I wondered a little sadly how she was doing. The doctors had reached a conclusive diagnosis of intermittent explosive disorder in early November, and I’d flown back to Warrabeela with my father, taking a week out from school to organise what to do. Mum was still recovering from severe depression at the time, and after much debate, Dad and I decided that the best option for everybody was for Mum to move into a permanent caring facility. Visiting her with Dad after she’d moved in to the facility – which despite my initial fears had quite a welcoming ambiance – brought a mixture of trauma and closure. Mum was no longer the mother I remembered her to be, no longer the irritable and volatile but nonetheless sane woman I’d known. Now she was ill and heavily drugged up, her mannerisms slow and confused and her eyes empty when they met mine. I’d cried the first time I saw her like that, but after several months of being able to process the situation, I’d kind of made my peace with it. Dad and I were planning to fly up and visit her again shortly after Christmas. I felt a pang of longing though, that she couldn’t be well enough to join in the Christmas celebrations here in Melbourne.

Melanie’s parents and sisters proved as bubbly and smiley as her, and within the hour everyone had arrived and were seated around the dining room table, applauding and shouting out compliments as Mel carried the roast chickens through from the kitchen. I sat beside Alex, her knee touching mine comfortingly under the table. I kept calm by focusing on the warmth of her skin against mine, and busying myself with Edward Francis, who was sitting in his high chair between Melanie and me drooling with his fist in his mouth. I smiled and picked a few boiled pieces of carrot from the table, placing them on his high chair and watching him gaze at them with round brown eyes identical to mine.

‘Hello, hello, everyone,’ Dad said suddenly, pushing his chair back and standing up at the end of the table. He clinked a knife gently against his wine glass as a hush settled over the room. One of Melanie’s sisters belched suddenly and Mel grabbed her half-full wine glass off her as everyone laughed. ‘Okay, okay,’ Dad said. ‘Sam, that’s enough wine for you.’ Another round of laughter. ‘Alright, getting down to business.’ Dad cleared his throat and glanced at Melanie, a smile playing around his mouth. ‘Mel and I have a few announcements to make. Juli, honey, we were going to tell you all this before today, but we reasoned we may as well just let you find out with everyone else. Okay… Firstly, Melanie’s pregnant again.’

There was a loud burst of cheering and my mouth fell open.

‘We don’t know the sex yet—’

‘How on earth did you get pregnant then?’ Mel’s father bellowed, to which everyone burst into laughter.

Dad grinned. ‘Thanks, Tom. Anyway…we don’t know the baby’s sex yet, but we do know she’s due the first week of May next year. Second up, everyone I’m sure has heard by now that I used to own a property up in Warrabeela.’ There were a few general nods. ‘Well, earlier this year circumstances led me to put it up for sale…yadda, yadda, yadda, lots going on there. Anyway…’ He raised his eyebrows and looked around at everyone intently. ‘The property market’s not great up in Queensland at the moment, and we’ve been having some trouble selling, so…Mel and I have decided that we’re going to move back up to Warrabeela.’

My mouth fell open for the second time. ‘What?’

Dad grinned, turning to me and holding his hands out. ‘Not even joking right now, sweetheart. This apartment isn’t big enough for five of us. And I hate my job here. I want to do what I was born to do. I want to run a farm. And then, I’m hoping, God be willing…I can watch you take over in the future.’

I stared at him wordlessly, my eyes huge.

‘And I was more than willing for my babies to grow up in the country,’ Melanie said. ‘Do you know kids raised in the city are, like, four times more likely to engage in illicit activity during adolescence than kids raised in the country?’

I couldn’t listen to what she was saying. I was staring open-mouthed at my father, who was watching me with the hugest smile on his face. Then suddenly my eyes filled with tears, and I bit down on my bottom lip to stop it trembling, and Dad’s eyes reddened in response as he grinned and gave me a thumbs-up. Loud chatter filled the room once again, but all I could do was continue looking at my dad in blissful silence as he reached over and held my hand tightly in his.

He raised his wine glass. ‘To babies and home.’

‘To babies and home!’

I grinned amidst tears.

‘So what do you reckon?’ I ran my fingers over Alex’s palm as I held her hand above us later that night. My room felt beautifully still and quiet after the raucousness of the party in the lounge room. The music and laughter had been so loud nobody had noticed us sneak off with a plateful of chocolate-covered strawberries and two glasses of champagne. ‘Do you reckon our palm-lines had any idea this was going to happen?’

Alex grinned and caught my hand in hers, holding my fingers gently. ‘I don’t think anybody had any idea this was going to happen.’

I smiled and wormed my arm under her neck and pulled her against me, heaving a huge sigh as I glanced down at the shape of our legs bent under the covers. ‘I’ll be able to visit Mum regularly too.’

‘She’ll like that.’ She sat up suddenly and reached over to my bedside table, plucking a strawberry off the plate, biting the end off and then holding the rest out to me. ‘And sounds like you’ve already got a job lined up on the farm, too. Maybe you should think about enrolling at TAFE or something, studying agriculture.’

I bit down to the stalk and chewed slowly, smiling and reaching a hand up to my mouth. ‘Who needs to study? I was born knowing how to run a farm.’

‘You’d make a pretty sexy cowgirl, that’s for sure.’

I grinned and raised one eyebrow. ‘So you like the jeans and plaid look?’

‘Sure do.’ She crawled out from under the covers and knelt in front of me suddenly. I rose to join her as she reached up both hands and traced them along the collar of my shirt. ‘Will you teach me to ride a horse?’ After I nodded distractedly, she slowly leaned in towards me, tilted her head to the side, and started kissing down my jaw towards my neck. ‘Is your door locked?’

I felt goose bumps raise down my spine as her steamy breath flowed over my throat, and nodded in response, my breath quickening and a blossoming warmth growing in my abdomen at the feel of her hands running along my collarbone.

Then she hesitated for a fraction of a second. ‘I feel kind of guilty, tearing you away from your family when you have so much to celebrate.’

I reached up and caught her hands in mine, entwining my fingers with hers. Then I waited until she looked up and met my eyes before shaking my head. ‘Don’t,’ I said softly. ‘Right now, you’re the only person I want to think about.’

She smiled. ‘Well then, I’m all yours.’

‘And I’m all yours.’

‘Finally.’ She leaned in and brushed her lips delicately under my jawline. I felt her fingers caress the skin of my neck as she slowly started unbuttoning my shirt, and then I sucked in a sharp breath as she lowered her head and her warm lips suddenly started exploring the lining of my bra.

I reached my hands around and fumbled with the hem of her T-shirt, my fingers shaky and my heart hammering with nerves. Alex laughed suddenly, rising to return to my face with a coy smile and kissing my mouth gently. Then she drew back slowly and pulled her top off over her head. My eyes dropped to her breasts as she unbuttoned her bra, and she moved up against me and twisted her hands through my hair, kissing down my neck and making me shudder. ‘I love you, you know,’ she mumbled suddenly against my skin, pausing to glance up at me through her thick lashes.

I smiled, gradually relaxing as I reached up to lace my fingers through her hair after brushing it away from her face. I gazed down at her and took a deep, slow breath, her fingers running down my spine and making me shiver. ‘Right back at you,’ I said, and then I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers, loving the feel of our bodies together, and thinking that now would last forever.

The End
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