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      For Pete Gray, 
what a beautiful memory you are.
      

      
      And for Jac, M-m-m-my Winona.

      
      —AD

      
      For my friend Tim

      
      —TD

   
      
      Ask Misti for Me

      
      ‘You’re dropped!’
      

      
      ‘As if,’ I said to Zoe Moorland. She was Misti’s little sister. Big on the “little”, she was a great big pain.

      
      ‘You’re dropped, you’re dropped, you’re dropped,’ she sort of sang at me, wiggling her backside and pumping her arms. I couldn’t
         stand her. Everyone else thought she was “just goooooooorgeous”, but I could see through the freckles and frilly dresses.
      

      
      ‘Is Misti home?’ I asked, wondering whether I really was dropped. I spun the note between my fingers, as if it was a miniature
         saw or something.
      

      
      ‘She said to tell you you’re dropped. She doesn’t want to be your girlfriend anymore. She doesn’t like you.’

      
      ‘I know,’ I said. I didn’t know what else to say. I wanted to sound as if I didn’t care and as if I’d known all about it anyway. I slipped the note into my back pocket. ‘So—is she home?’
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      ‘She’s hiding behind the lounge room curtains. See?’ She pointed in the direction of the house and I saw the heavy drapes
         snap shut in the middle of the window. Maybe I really was dropped. How embarrassing—especially being told by her little sister. I stuffed the note deeper into my pocket.
      

      
      I could feel my chin starting to wobble.

      
      I’d started going with Misti by accident. I’d really been after Winona Williams, who sat one seat nearer to the window than
         Misti. Misti didn’t always sit next to her; I used to. But Mr McKay thought when I wasn’t staring at the oval I was copying
         Winona’s work, so he made Misti and me swap seats.
      

      
      That wasn’t fair. I told him I wasn’t cheating, but when he asked me what I was doing I couldn’t exactly say “staring at Winona”, so I said nothing. He told the whole class that nothing made a man look
         guiltier than saying nothing—unless, of course, he said too much.
      

      
      And how much was I supposed to say so that it didn’t look as if I was doing what I wasn’t doing in the first place? Somehow
         Mr McKay managed to make most things confusing. He spent half his time blabbing on that the golf swing was a metaphor for
         life and that birdies rarely made up for life’s double bogies.
      

      
      Moving didn’t stop me from staring out the window or at Winona Williams; it just made me want to do it more. It also meant that if I wanted to pass Winona a note—which
         I’d only ever thought about before—it had to go through a few other hands before it got to hers.
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      Luke Middleman was all talk and he’d been saying in the playground that Dugald McDugald (or Doodle McDoodle), school football
         captain and all around good guy, had taken a fancy to Winona and that he was going to ask her to go with him. I was crushed.
      

      
      Doodle was one of those guys who seemed to get all the things everyone else wanted—even when they didn’t. Not toys and games
         and things like that, but other stuff. Stacks of guys wanted to be captain of the footy team more than Doodle did, but he
         was the one who got picked. He got to ring the bell for lunchtime and he was a hall monitor, which got him in to class late
         and out early. He had hair on his top lip and it looked just about ready to shave. He wasn’t even a suck, so it was hard not
         to like him, but that would have been easier if he’d got hold of Winona. My Winona. I decided to gazump him.
      

      
      There was definitely nothing easy about asking a girl to be your girlfriend. It wasn’t as if you could just bowl on up to
         her, belt her on the arm and say, ‘Do you want to go round with me?’ I mean, that’s what I would have liked to do, if I had
         to do anything at all.
      

      
      Mum reckoned it was one of the greatest days of your life. ‘You’ll look back on it and get all warm and gooey on the inside,
         as if you’re made of marshmallow and you’ve been left too close to the fire. That’s what I feel like when I remember, Fergus.
         It’s a very special time and I know it’s hard now, but you’ll probably laugh your head off about it one day.’
      

      
      Quietly, before dinner, so no one else would know, I asked Dad how to do it. He’d just got home from work and he chucked his
         keys and a Magnum stick on the hall table. ‘Sprung!’ I said to him.
      

      
      ‘What for? I just got home. I haven’t had time to do anything.’
      

      
      ‘How was the Magnum?’ I said. ‘Did you bring us all one, or did you pig it in the car like you always do?’

      
      Dad turned side-on to the hall mirror and patted his stomach. He said something about needing the energy, but I wasn’t really
         listening.
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      ‘Daaaaad?’
      

      
      ‘Yeeeees?’ He copied me.

      
      ‘Um.’

      
      ‘Yes, Fergus?’

      
      ‘Well, ah, I was wondering if, ah, you knew, ah, you know?’ I felt like an idiot. I wished I’d never started, but it was too
         late to stop.
      

      
      ‘What? Ah, I know, you know, what? I don’t know what it is that you’re wondering whether I know, mmmmmmm?’ He was still looking at himself in the mirror, sucking
         his tummy in and pushing it out again. He untucked his shirt, but that didn’t help, so he tucked it back in.
      

      
      ‘Well, I was just wondering, how you, ah, you know, ask a girl to be your—you know.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Fergus. Oh, crikey. You’re not saying what I think you’re saying, are you?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. What do you think I’m saying?’ I asked, and he had this look on his face that was a mixture of fear and excitement.

      
      ‘You old dog, you!’ He kind of cheered. ‘Who’s a chip off the old block now, mmmmmmm? Found yourself a main squeeze, mmmmmmm? What about
         whatshername, the other one? What happened to her?’
      

      
      ‘Who?’ I asked. I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about.

      
      ‘Sheesh, you are like your old man, aren’t you? What was her name—that one you had your lips all over in the study?’ He was beaming, just
         as if someone had stuck a torch behind his teeth.
      

      
      ‘Missy Bait? Yuk! And I wasn’t kissing her, I told you that. It was a dare, anyway, and dares don’t count.’

      
      ‘Yeah, whatever!’ Dad rubbed my head as if he was cleaning a bowling ball and winked at himself in the mirror. ‘Fergus Arnold
         Kipper, you have come to the right place if you want to know how to get the girl.’ Finally he was going to tell me how to ask Winona out.
      

      
      ‘Dinner!’ yelled Mum.
      

      
      ‘Timing! I’m starved. I’ll tell you over dinner,’ said Dad. ‘We can have a family think-tank; workshop some ideas for you.
         It’ll be sweet.’
      

      
      ‘Nah, don’t worry about it. I’ll be right. I mean, how hard can it be?’

      
      ‘Ha haaaar!’ went his pirate laugh. ‘A lot easier with the family behind you. Come on, your mum will love it. And I mean love it; you know what a sop she is.’ Jabbing me between the shoulder blades, he shoved me towards the kitchen. Suddenly, I wasn’t
         hungry.
      

      
      ‘Darl, it seems that our son here,’ and he rubbed me on the head again, ‘is—how can I say it—progressing in the game of life.’
      

      
      ‘Daaaaad!’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, Fergus. We’ve all been through it.’

      
      ‘Dad, don’t worry about it.’ I felt like there was a heater inside my chest.

      
      ‘How many chops, Fergus?’ Mum said.

      
      ‘Ah, I don’t care.’ I shrugged.
      

      
      ‘Darl, tell Fergus how I asked you out.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Mum put two chops, mashed potatoes and peas on my plate.

      
      ‘Because, darl, Fergus wants to know how to ask that Missing Date girl to be his girlfriend, and I thought maybe he could
         do it the same way I asked you.’
      

      
      Mum stopped serving the dinner and looked at me as if she was going to cry. ‘Oh. Is that right, Fergus? I thought she was
         your girlfriend already.’ Her voice was almost as high as her eyebrows.
      

      
      Clint looked at me sideways. Half his face was smiling and the other was frowning. I’d always wanted to do that look, but
         never worked out how. ‘Ooooooooh, luv—veeeeeeers!’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Shut up, Clint, or I’ll tell them about you and Lola Niall.’ He shut up, even though I didn’t have anything to tell.

      
      ‘Hey?’ said Dad. ‘Who’s this Lola Niall? That’s not Davo Niall’s little girl, is it?’

      
      ‘Ugh! I don’t know. She’s no one, anymore.’ Clint shrugged.

      
      ‘It’s not Missy Date, it’s Missy Bait, and it’s not her anyway,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry about it. Forget it. It’s nothing.’
         I couldn’t believe that Dad was doing this to me. I was never going to ask him anything, ever again.
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      ‘Who is it, then?’ said Elizabeth through a mouthful of mash. ‘Not Winona Williams? She’s like a boy. Her brother reckons she’s a better kick than most of the boys on the footy team.’
      

      
      ‘It’s NO one!’ I cut the tail off a chop and stuffed it in my mouth. I couldn’t look at anyone, so I counted my peas. I got
         up to twenty-seven before Dad started gushing again.
      

      
      ‘Go on, honey, tell him how I asked you out.’

      
      ‘I hardly think that’s appropriate, Ridley. Fergus is a bit younger than you and I were when you asked me out. I don’t think
         it’s the same thing.’ She was smiling, but giving him the shut-up look. I hated it when she gave me that one, but Dad didn’t
         seem to notice. He rarely did.
      

      
      ‘Of course it’s relevant, honey bun. Romance is universal. Tell him.’

      
      ‘Yeah, tell him,’ said Elizabeth. She’d stopped eating and was holding her head in her hands the way Mum did when the old
         photos came out.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure, love? You don’t think he’s too young?’

      
      ‘Tell him!’
      

      
      ‘Okay. We’d just been to the pictures and we were in your grandfather’s car, the Rover, the one you had to start by pressing
         the button instead of turning the key. We were parked up at North Head, watching the submarine races, and your father was
         getting a bit hot and heavy. I told him he’d better—’
      

      
      ‘NOT THAT ONE! Cripes, darl, the kids are here.’

      
      ‘Well, you said,’ she protested.
      

      
      ‘I meant how I asked you to be my girlfriend; not my wife.’
      

      
      ‘No! What happened in the car?’ said Elizabeth. ‘Tell us about the Rover. It sounds romantic.’

      
      ‘I suppose it was in a way, but I’ll tell you that when you’re ready, Lizzie, and that’ll be when you get out of the convent.’
         Dad was laughing; Mum wasn’t.
      

      
      ‘What convent?’ said Elizabeth.

      
      ‘It’s a joke, love. And it’s not funny,’ said Mum.

      
      ‘Just get someone else to ask her to go with you,’ said Clint. ‘That’s what everyone does. You need a go-between, someone
         to do your dirty work. Get The Tool, Maurice. He’d be great. It’s simple. You get him to go to Winona’s go-between, because
         she’ll have one for sure. They all do. And Maurice tells the go-between instead of Winona that you like her. The girls’ll sit there for ages, giggling and talking behind their hands so you can’t hear them. It’d be
         impossible to hear them anyway, because most of this’ll probably take place with you behind the boys’ shelter shed and them
         behind the girls’.
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      ‘Then she tells her friend to tell Maurice that she likes you, if she does—which I doubt—but you’re old enough to cop that now. Then once you get the word that she likes you, you send Maurice back to tell her friend that you want to go with her, right? Her friend tells Winona, they giggle some more—a lot more, probably—then her
         friend tells Maurice that she says yes—which she won’t, but if she does—then you’ve got yourself a girlfriend.
      

      
      ‘Your only problem then is how to drop her—and that’s everything in reverse. Got it?’ He stuffed a mixture of mash and peas
         down his gob and followed it with a mouthful of milk.
      

      
      It all sounded great.

      
      ‘Have you done this before, Clint?’ asked Mum.

      
      ‘Yeah. It’s better being the go-between, though.’

      
      ‘You’re an idiot, Clint. Girls don’t want that anymore. That’s when you’re a giblet. Girls want you to make them feel special,
         as if they’re the only one on the oval.’ This was going to be good. Elizabeth had already gone out with a million boys, so
         she was going to know the best way to do it. ‘You give her a flower.’
      

      
      ‘Just one?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Just one.’ She nodded. ‘One every day, for two weeks. But you don’t tell her they’re from you. You give them to her anonymously.
         It’s romantic, like St Valentine’s Day, but every day. And then, at the end of two weeks, you write her a letter—but not from you. It’s anonymous, and it’s a love letter.’
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      ‘A love letter? Yuk! I just want to go round with her; not marry her.’

      
      Elizabeth rolled her eyes and turned to Mum, who just sat there, looking all dreamy.

      
      ‘Then what, honey?’ Mum said to her. ‘What should he do then?’

      
      ‘Well, he should write another letter and put the same petals from the kind of flowers he gave her into the envelopes, and
         each letter should be part of a story. A love story. So they’re chapters, only the last chapter doesn’t come in a letter:
         it comes from you, Fergus. You give her one more flower and tell her the last chapter of the story. And you know what that
         is, don’t you? Of course you do. It’s where the princess in the story says yes to the man who fought to win her heart. And
         you know who that is, don’t you?’
      

      
      I shook my head.

      
      ‘You! It was you all along. So you say to her, “I would like you to be my girlfriend”. That’s it. That’s how you should ask her.’ Elizabeth sat back in her chair and sighed.
      

      
      Mum looked as if she was going to cry. ‘Who asked you like that? Keep him; marry him!’
      

      
      ‘No one, yet.’ Elizabeth frowned. ‘But one day, you never know.’

      
      ‘Bah! He hasn’t got three weeks to fuss about like that, have you, Fergus?’

      
      I shook my head. Dad had a point. ‘Besides, your brother and sister’s plans are ridiculous. They’re convoluted and messy and
         too many things can go wrong. Listen, mate. Do what I did with your mother. Go and buy yourself the biggest bunch of flowers.’
      

      
      ‘Ridley!’ barked Mum. ‘We’ll buy the flowers for him. It’s important.’

      
      ‘Okay, fine, we’ll buy you some flowers, and what you do, which is what I did with your mum, is go up to her, with your tie
         straight and your nails clean, and say, “Missy”—’
      

      
      ‘It’s not Missy, Dad. I told you that.’

      
      ‘Who is it, then?’

      
      ‘No one.’

      
      ‘Whatever. You say, “No one, would you do me the honour of being my girlfriend?” And this mystery girl, whoever she is, will,
         just like your mother a hundred years ago, fall at your feet and say, “Yes! Yes, yes, yes!”’
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      ‘That is not how you asked me to be your girlfriend, you goon! You tied a note to a lump of rock and threw it at me and my friends. I
         was just the first idiot who picked it up. The note read, “Do you wanna go round with me?” and the only reason I said yes
         was because Brad Bedell was pashing on with Nancy Kraskin and I wanted to make him jealous.’ A note on a rock sounded like
         a plan. ‘Who’d you ask to go out with you like the way you said, anyway?’ Mum added.
      

      
      ‘It wasn’t you?’ said Dad.

      
      ‘No! It was not. So who was it?’

      
      Dad looked as if he was counting his peas.

      
      I still didn’t know how to ask Winona Williams to be my girlfriend, but I had a few ideas how not to. I decided to write a
         note, but stopped short of tying it to a rock and throwing it at her. I wondered what my dad could have been thinking.
      

      
      The blank page dared me to write on it. Darers go first, I thought, but how stupid was that? Paper can’t dare.
      

      
      ‘Will you go with me?’

      
      There, I wrote it, and then I stared at it. I threw it in the bin. What was I doing? Who was I kidding? Why did I want to bother with any of this stuff, anyway? She was a girl. I didn’t even know why I liked her. I couldn’t imagine her wanting to spend an afternoon catching tadpoles
         out of Old Man Hardy’s duck pond. I’d hardly even spoken to her.
      

      
      I did want to go with her, though. I just didn’t know why.

      
      ‘Do you want to go with me?’

      
      That was better. But, then again—

      
      I chucked it in the bin. ‘Will you go with me?’ softened the landing.

      
      ‘Go with me.’

      
      Maybe that was better. Instead of asking, I was telling her.

      
      No way! Was I a lunatic? Every time Dad told Mum what to do, she didn’t do it—or anything else he said for at least a week.
         It was a stupid expression anyway, “go with me”. She was probably going to say “where?” and then what would I say?
      

      
      “Please, go round with me.” There, that was it. Perfect. Not a question, not an order, but somewhere in the middle. And we
         could go round together, not just go. Cool. Dad would say it was a compromise and I would pretend to get what he was on about.
         I put my initials underneath, just so she’d know it was from me.
      

      
      I folded my note as small as I could get it and stuck it under the leg of my bed to squash it flat. I found an old one under
         there that I’d forgotten. “Beazer is a suck.” I couldn’t remember what that had been about.
      

      
      Mum and Dad came in to kiss me goodnight, and they came in together, which was a bit unusual. Mostly they came in one at a
         time so what one missed on tv the other could tell about.
      

      
      ‘Thought we might have the talk, son,’ Dad said and sat on the end of my bed.
      

      
      ‘The talk?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, THE talk,’ he said.

      
      ‘Nigh nigh, darling,’ said Mum. ‘You’re a very special boy and we love you very much, and you could do a lot worse than listen
         to your father. So even though the talk might seem a bit strange, it’s a special moment for you guys. Will I get the camera, Riddles?’
      

      
      ‘Give him a kiss, darl, and leave the men alone, would ya?’ said Dad.

      
      ‘Nigh nigh, Ferg. God bless you.’ She had a tear in her eye and she kissed me while she rubbed Dad on the back.

      
      ‘Night, Mum,’ I said as I wondered what I was in for. Dad squirmed a bit on the bed while he waited for her to leave. She
         shut the door most of the way, but I could see her shadow underneath it and she was rocking from foot to foot.
      

      
      ‘Darl, ah, this is man stuff now!’ said Dad, and I could tell he was trying not to bark at her.

      
      ‘Yes, all right. Night, then. I love you,’ she squeaked and she was gone. Dad turned to face me.

      
      ‘Fergus.’

      
      ‘Yes, Dad?’ Was I in trouble? It sounded like it. He had the trouble voice on.

      
      He sucked his lips into his mouth and let out a huge sigh. ‘Boys and girls are different, you know.’ He nodded. I nodded.
         ‘And you’ve got different bits on your body that do different things. You know that, too?’ We nodded again. ‘Now, your,’ and
         he studied his hands as though he’d never seen them before, ‘um, your, er, the ah, your dingle-dangle—’
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