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‘There’s someone in the school. They’re holding something in their hands. Something terrifying.’


1987. Sam lives with his mum, dad and four brothers in a small farming town and life is pretty good. He works as a lifeguard at the local surf club, is saving to buy his first car, trains with his friends for the Ironman, and on Sunday afternoons he and his family take care packages to their less fortunate neighbours. Then, five years since they last spoke, Emily Burrow climbs through his bedroom window and back into Sam’s life.


Emily’s life couldn’t be more different. She lives with her mother, who struggles with mental health, and sometimes her alcoholic father, but it’s better when he’s not there. There’s no hope for Emily’s future, and she seems to be the only one who both knows and accepts it. That’s why, to Emily, help is just not necessary.


The new school year brings a heap of changes. Emily starts to hang out with Sam and his mates. A new girl arrives and Sam is smitten, but she brings with her unexpected adjustments. And Sam’s friend Miles faces the biggest challenge of his life. When tragedy strikes one sunny afternoon, everything they thought they knew about growing up will change and they will be forced to face adulthood head on.


From the bestselling author of I Had Such Friends comes a gritty novel, full of heart, that shines a light on kids who are doing it tough in a rural Australian town.




Also by Meg Gatland-Veness
I Had Such Friends
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A violet by a mossy stone


Half hidden from the eye!


—Fair as a star, when only one


Is shining in the sky.


William Wordsworth





PROLOGUE



It is a Tuesday. Period three.


Sitting side by side in an English class there are two girls who, by rights, should be enemies. One has her hair in braids and wears a crisp, clean shirt, shiny school shoes and white socks. The other is in a hoodie and trainers. Her hair is a tangled mess.


They are studying the poetry of William Wordsworth. Not that it really matters, because there’s someone in the school. Someone who is not supposed to be there.


This person is walking towards their classroom. They’re holding something in their hands. Something terrifying.


The school bell rings in small, short bursts like Morse code. Most people don’t even know what it means. Questions fly across classrooms and between toilet cubicles.


‘Is it a fire drill?’


‘No, that’s one long bell.’


‘Maybe it’s broken.’


‘Maybe it’s an alien invasion.’


‘Maybe one of the office ladies is drunk again.’


Then the screams start. The person who is not supposed to be there has walked past a Year Seven science class conducting rocket-power experiments on the quad. Most of them have never seen a gun before, except on TV, like on 21 Jump Street, and this one is an awful lot bigger.


Suddenly, everything is happening at once. Classroom doors slam shut, and each room is filled with the frantic voices of teachers who have just realised that the doors don’t lock from the inside.


Furniture is pulled across rooms. Curtains are closed over huge windows. Coffee is spilled on staffroom floors. Students are stuffed into cupboards and under desks. Kids who were playing rugby on the oval are running for cover with their arms crossed over their heads. People who have never prayed before in their lives are asking God to save them.


And all the while this person is getting closer and closer. Every student and teacher in the school is thinking the same thing.


Please don’t come into my room.


Please don’t open my door.


But they have to go somewhere, and nobody is stopping them.


They open the English classroom door.


The two girls are cowering at the back of the room. One is shaking, the other is deathly still. Their fingers are interlocked. Knuckles white.


The person pushes the desks and chairs out of the way. Kids are whimpering. The word ‘please’ is whispered through quivering fingers.


But it’s not them this person is after. They are looking for someone. Someone special.


When they see the person they want, it’s all too easy.


The teacher is under her desk, crying. Her sobs are barely audible over the heartbeats ringing in each and every eardrum in the room.


They take aim.


‘Don’t,’ she says, in a voice like a blazing fire.


When the shot rings out, no one even jumps. It is too close. Too real. Too loud.


‘I was in the middle of performing my Lady Macbeth
monologue. You know, “Unsex me here” and all
that. And I didn’t break character once, even though
the alarm bells were going off everywhere. I was
actually pretty proud of that. Does that make me a
bad person?’ — Bonnie, Year Ten student


‘I was off sick that day with a migraine. I heard
about it on the seven o’clock news that
night. I couldn’t believe it. I thought it was a
prank. That sort of thing just doesn’t happen
here.’ — Mr Tumbler, mathematics teacher





CHAPTER ONE



ONE YEAR BEFORE


1987


There is a girl standing on the street outside my window.


It’s the end of winter and just starting to get warm enough to sleep with the windows open again. I have been trying to understand the difference between cos, tan and sin for the last hour. Which, as far as I can make out, appear to all be the exact same thing. From my extensive investigation, I believe that they have something to do with triangles – or possibly rhombuses? Does anyone actually know what a rhombus is? I was supposed to catch up on my maths study this weekend but have, obviously, left it until the very last minute. Why on earth would I waste my time on maths when there are waves to catch?


She is standing under the streetlight that sometimes keeps me up at night. It is always a toss-up between leaving the blinds open to let the fresh air in or closing them to keep the light out.


I’ll be honest. For a second I am positive that she is a zombie. I’m not ashamed to admit that reading Pet Sematary has kept me up on more than one occasion and left me permanently scared of my neighbour’s Burmese cat, Mittens.


It’s raining in that misty way where the water swirls through the air, suspended, rather than falling from the sky as it normally would.


There are tiny droplets perched on the girl’s hair, which make her look like a sad Christmas tree, like the kind you see abandoned on the side of the road in the last weeks of January with a couple of lonely bits of tinsel still stuck to the branches.


She is shivering. The night air cuts through the holes in her jumper, clinging straight to her pastel skin. She has her eyes fixed on my bedroom window. If she does blink, I miss it. Her face is unreadable, but I know why she is here. There is only one thing that could bring her back to me tonight. Her hair is rattier than I remember, plastered over half her face like a wet glove. It might have been called golden brown if things had been different for her. But, instead, it’s mousy at best.


It’s unclear how long she has been standing there. Perhaps she has been watching me figure out the square root of a rhombus for hours. Maybe she’s been there since the last time we spoke, five years ago.


I let her in, of course. What else can I do?


She moves like fog towards the house. I open my bedroom window and pop out the flyscreen. The clasps are rusty – it’s been a long time since I last did this. She climbs in like a stray cat. As I help her through, I hold her hand. Touching her skin is like accidentally brushing against a frozen drainpipe, but I don’t let go. My hands are still sandy, which makes it easy to grip. She weighs as much as a rag doll.


I remember that Emily was always cold. She would tell me she was used to being cold – that it was comforting in a way because it reminded her of home. I never understood why being reminded of home would be a comfort to her, but I never understood much about her, and that’s a fact.


On her face is a thin layer of dirt and grime, mottling her skin like a lizard’s. The wispy rain was unable to break through its force field.


‘Hi, Sammy.’


That’s right. She used to call me Sammy. No one else ever calls me that. Not even my own mother. My mum doesn’t believe in nicknames. She thinks they are blasphemous. I will always be Samson to her.


A blanket of air falls between us and coats us in quiet.


She doesn’t say sorry. Maybe she doesn’t have to. Though I can’t help but think it would be nice.


I help her take off her soggy trainers. They seem to be made of more holes than shoe. She isn’t wearing any socks. Her feet are pale and wrinkled from the wet. I consider offering her a warm drink – that’s what a nice person would do. Instead, I tie her shoes to my doorknob. They start to drip onto the floor. A poetic person might say they look like they are crying, but I won’t.


I don’t know what to say to her. There was a time not all that long ago when we could talk about anything, but now there is a tidal wave of silence between us. It seems impossible to burst through.


‘Can we just sleep?’ she asks finally.


I nod and she curls up on my bed in a ball so small you would think she was still a child. Still the twelve-year-old girl who I shared my childhood with.


I try to cover her with the doona, but she refuses.


‘Keep it,’ she says.


I settle into my beanbag, my feet resting on the bookshelf, my head partially in my bin and the doona on my chest. One thing to be said about Emily: she would never take a man’s blankets.


‘You can stay as long as you like,’ I say. It’s a lie, but a harmless one. We both know she’ll be home again tomorrow night.


I lie awake staring at the ceiling.


‘What happened?’ I whisper, quiet enough for the air to hear.


She doesn’t reply, even though I know she is still awake. I remember that Emily always liked to keep secrets. I guess she likes having something that belongs to her.


Once, when we were young and freckled and sending newspaper boats down the gutter to another world, I promised Emily I’d marry her someday. She even let me put a plastic ring that I’d made from the inside of a milk-bottle lid on her finger.


I’m sure she has forgotten all about that day.


I can be really dumb sometimes.


My room is pretty clean. My mother washes the sheets every Saturday and hangs them in the sunshine to dry. They are so crisp that you can snap them like peanut brittle. I have posters on the walls of Ironman champions Grant Kenny and Trevor Hendy, with motivational slogans like Don’t give up and You can do it! There is a laminate desk, a lightbulb with a cover on it, a mum-made rag rug on the floor, venetian blinds on the window, an alarm clock on the bedside table. I fall asleep listing in my head every item I own that Emily doesn’t.
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I wake to the sound of Tina Turner pumping from my youngest brother Charlie’s room. I knew I shouldn’t have made him that mixtape for his birthday. There are five of us Parker boys in total. My parents aren’t big on the whole contraception thing. Classic Catholics. I am the eldest and therefore the only one with my own bedroom. The others go two by two in bunk beds that my dad built begrudgingly one Christmas holiday. I was supposed to help, but all I did was paint them to look like the ocean. Benny still has nightmares about the octopus with two heads I painted on his bedhead.


I glance at my bed and, miraculously, Emily is still there. The pillow has a wet stain across it from her hair.


I almost ask her to climb back out the window before my parents find her, but my conscience still itches from failing to offer her a warm drink last night, so we walk down the hallway together.


Mum is measuring out five equal bowls of Nutri-Grain with full-cream milk for our breakfasts. My coach, Mr Anderson, lectures me at least once a week about the importance of calcium.


Mum takes one look at Emily and, without saying a word, bends down to pull out a sixth bowl from the cupboard. The only sign that she is fazed by the sudden reappearance of my childhood friend is her pinched face and the creases from her smoking days around her mouth. Mum used to smoke before she had us. Dad says she quit cold turkey the moment she found out she was pregnant with me. She’s got a lot of strength of character, my mum.


My brothers appear as if from nowhere. They, on the other hand, are full of questions.


‘Where did you come from?’


‘Did you sleep in Sam’s room?’


‘Are you Sam’s girlfriend?’


I respond by giving them all a good knock to the back of the head. Emily says nothing, but I think I catch the twinge of a smile in the right-hand corner of her mouth.


The older two, Andrew and Gideon, vaguely remember her, but the littlies, Benny and Charlie, have no idea who she is. Charlie tries to braid her hair, but it is too matted to work with and he gives up. Don’t ask me why one of my brothers knows how to braid hair. All I can say is he didn’t learn it from me.


Mum eats her fibre-full breakfast before anyone else is awake. Dad’s breakfast is a cup of coffee in the car on the way to work.


My mother likes it quiet, and my father likes it at work.


Emily and I are in our last term of Year Eleven. I don’t even know what subjects Emily is doing. We aren’t in any of the same classes. I wonder if she has aspirations for the future. Or is she just surviving? I think she only goes to school each day to get out of the house for a bit.


We catch the bus to school. I have been saving up for a car for six months, working at the surf club every spare minute of my life, but I am still short by several hundred dollars. We sit with my friends on the back seat. Yeah, we are that cool. We’re the ones with coins in our pockets and shampoo in our hair. Emily isn’t one of us, and she contributes nothing to the conversation about whitewash and barrels.


As far as I know, Emily has accumulated a new group of friends since primary school, when all we had was each other. They’re the kids who steal Golden Roughs and Mint Patties from the corner shop even though it’s a little family-owned business, smoke roll-your-own cigarettes behind the demountables at lunchtime and wear hoodies with holes poked through for their thumbs all year round, no matter how hot it is.


They used to ride their bikes to school around period two. Sometimes I saw them out the window of my maths room. I spend a lot of time in maths looking out the window.


Taking advanced mathematics was my father’s bright idea. I think he wants me to follow in his footsteps and drive to an office every day to count things. As far as I’m concerned, I’m going to be an Ironman champion or nothing, and rhombuses don’t seem to be a pivotal part of the Ironman training program.


Now that I think about it, those kids probably dropped out of school after Year Ten. Emily must be all alone now. That’s why she came to me last night; not because I am her oldest friend, but because I am the only one still around. She could have dropped out too, but she is still here. I look at her and smile, but she is staring out the window and doesn’t notice me.
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After school I wait for her on the hill by the busses, but she never shows. I wonder how she’s going to get home. There is no shade here, but it’s too risky to wait under the gum trees – we might lose our spot on the back seat.


I catch the bus to work at the surf club. There isn’t a lot to do at this time of year – we haven’t even put the flags back out yet. I spend the afternoon watching the surfers through my binoculars and wishing I was out there with them.


There’s time for a quick surf after work before I have to run home for dinner. The water is still freezing, but I’m used to it. Just have to get past that first immersion when it feels like tiny blades are swimming through your veins.


When I get home, my mother is making roast chicken, potatoes, vegetables and Yorkshire puddings. You’re probably thinking that most families have roast dinners on a Sunday, but we spend our Sunday afternoons and evenings taking care packages to our far less fortunate neighbours. Yeah, we are one of those families. Mum collects donations of money, food, drinks, clothes and other stuff at the church on Sunday mornings. After lunch we sort through everything, package it in baskets and off we go. People usually donate canned goods like beans and spaghetti, but sometimes they’re generous enough to leave a packet of biscuits or even fresh fruit. The best days are when Mrs Singer down the road goes on a new diet, which is at least once a month, and she fills the donation basket with all the unhealthy food in her house so she won’t be tempted to eat it.


Every Sunday afternoon we knock on the doors of houses sagging under the weight of poverty, stained mattresses stacked in their front yards, windows with broken venetian blinds like toothless grins, and holey green shade cloths draped on their front porches. Whenever it’s my turn to stop by Emily’s house, which you can smell before you see – a combination of feet and stale beer – I leave the basket on the steps and leg it around the corner. This is partly to avoid seeing Emily.


Mum tries to put things together that make sense – you know, things that you can make a meal out of. Gideon, on the other hand, takes pride in pairing the least logical things together. It’s always embarrassing when someone from school opens the door and we hand them a basket full of long-life milk and chicken stock cubes.


The other reason I used to avoid knocking on Emily’s door was because I was terrified of her father. That man is the stuff of nightmares, and built like a great white. Her mother can be pretty terrifying too, but in a different way.


Emily and I met because we were sitting together on the school bus in kindergarten and I pointed out the widow and whispered to her, ‘A crazy lady lives in that house,’ and she replied, ‘Yes, that’s my mum.’ We were inseparable after that.


‘Want any help with dinner?’ I ask Mum through a mouthful of raw carrot.


She doesn’t answer, just waves me away and snatches the bowl of carrots from my grasp. The day my mother asks for help in the kitchen is the day I stop surfing.


My dad isn’t home yet. I can tell because he isn’t sitting on the couch watching the news, and if he isn’t there then he must still be at work. He commutes to Sydney every day. Mum lives in constant fear that he will fall asleep at the wheel and crash into a semi-trailer. She’s always on edge until he walks in the door, having made it through another day unscathed. I am less concerned about the semitrailers. My main worry is that he will eventually realise that he can save himself an awful lot of time and petrol if he moves to Sydney permanently and leaves us all behind.


I am told off six times by various members of the family for dripping on the floor before I finally head to the bathroom to shower. The amount of sand in our drains must be phenomenal.


I notice, as I towel myself off, that Mum has changed my sheets even though they weren’t next in the laundry schedule. The laundry schedule is everything to her. Well, that and patchwork. That woman lives for patchwork. Not only are my sheets fresh, but the pillowslip Emily used last night is gone completely.


Then I see something else. There is a cardboard box sitting on the end of my bed. I can’t say I wasn’t kind of expecting to see it. It looks as if it has been soaked and then dried again. Corrugated cardboard flakes away as I pick it up.


I don’t need to open it. I know what’s inside.


And just like that, Emily Burrow has climbed back into my life.


‘I thought it was a drill. My kids were doing
commando rolls across the floor and humming the
Mission: Impossible theme song.’ — Mrs Schadel,
English teacher


‘We were doing an experiment with dry ice. We had
to hide under the tables in our science lab. I got
chewing gum stuck in my hair. My sister had to cut it
out for me.’ — Chester, Year Seven student





CHAPTER TWO



At school, I sit with a group of lads I’ve known since we were all in Nippers together. I still surf with them most days, especially Saturday mornings. They’re all in training for the Ironman championship too. Their names are Patrick, Daniel, Jeffrey and Milo.


Of the lot, Milo is my closest friend. His dad named him after his favourite drink as a child. Milo hates it. I like to point out that he’s lucky he didn’t get slapped with the name of his dad’s current favourite drink, Cask Wine, or even worse, Goon Bag. Milo doesn’t quite see the humour. His family lives on a property on the outskirts of town. He is the only one in the gang who lives out there, which I think makes him feel a bit excluded sometimes.


Patrick is staring at his maths textbook with glazed eyes. Patrick is the only one of us to live on the nice side of town. His house has ocean views and two bathrooms. He is also the only one of us without any siblings. His parents thought it would be more financially beneficial for his mum to have her tubes tied after just one. Hence the two bathrooms.


‘What’s up, Patrick?’ Jeff says.


‘I have to pass the maths test this afternoon,’ he says. ‘If I don’t, my dad will shoot me.’


‘You’re kidding.’


‘I’m serious. He will get his pistol out and shoot me in the face with it.’


‘Your dad owns a pistol?’ Daniel asks. ‘I thought he was an accountant.’


Daniel is combing his hair. This is probably because he is meeting up with a girl after school. He is probably the only one of us who owns a comb.


‘Will you lot shut up and let me focus?’


Jeff slides in next to him and looks over his shoulder. Milo and Daniel both dropped maths at the end of Year Ten, so they won’t be much help to us.


‘If I fail this test,’ Patrick says, ‘then they will make me go to tutoring after school and I’ll miss training.’


‘Well, we better make sure you don’t fail then,’ Jeff says. ‘Now, tell me what you know about trigonometry.’


Patrick’s face falls into his hands. We take that to mean, not a lot.


Milo has forgotten his lunch again. He’s scraping coins together to buy garlic bread from the canteen. I find a fifty-cent piece at the bottom of my bag to add to his collection.


I’m worried about Milo; he’s had a pretty tough time lately. His mum died last year. I don’t know how anyone ever recovers from that. I don’t think it matters how old you are. You only get one mum, you know?


When she died, she left Milo and his dad to take care of Kay, his new baby sister. And Milo’s dad is not the most responsible person in the world. At least, not anymore.


Milo’s mum was the nicest lady I’ve ever met. She was a vet. She held my hand when my dog, Maryanne, had to be put down when I was in primary school. She was only two years old. The dog that is, not Milo’s mum.


I’ve heard that veterinarians have one of the highest suicide rates of any career. My mum says she had a serious case of the baby blues. Whatever that is.


It’s nice having friends who I can relate to. The lads and I have a lot in common. Well, mainly surfing. Emily and I were so close when we were younger, but we were so different from one another. I think it didn’t really hit me just how different we were until this one time in Year Three. We were supposed to be playing hide-and-seek. I was counting to one hundred and she was meant to be hiding, but when I opened my eyes, she was standing right in front of me holding a cardboard box.


‘Do you need me to explain the rules of hide-and-seek to you again?’ I said.


‘Ha ha.’


‘What’s that?’ I asked.


‘I found it,’ she said. For some reason, and I remember this vividly, I didn’t believe her. I knew she was lying.


‘Found it where?’ I asked.


‘Sitting in the shade, by the screen door into the back of the canteen.’


I almost mentioned that she was totally out of bounds going there, and therefore disqualified from the game of hide-and-seek, but curiosity got the better of me.


‘What’s in it?’


‘Lollies.’


I only half-grinned. My conscience was already very strong at that age, and the idea of taking a whole box of lollies that were obviously meant to be sold at the canteen made me feel funny inside.


‘Shouldn’t we return it?’


‘They just left it lying around,’ she said. ‘They were probably going to throw them away.’


‘I don’t think we should eat them,’ I said. ‘What if someone sees us?’


She gave me a look that, at the time, I couldn’t decipher. Looking back, she was probably calling me a dweeb.


‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I’ll take them back.’


She walked away towards the canteen with the box under her arm. I waited for her to come back. The bell rang for the second half of lunch and she still hadn’t returned. I started to worry. Maybe a teacher had caught her with the box of lollies and given her a detention. Back then a detention really was the end of the world – you had to take a note home for your parents to sign. Horrific. These days our teachers keep the whole class back at lunch because of a couple of idiots. Makes it seem hardly worth it to do the right thing.


I was sweating, my mind running through every possible reason she could be taking so long. Maybe she would get expelled. Then who would I play hide-and-seek with?


I ran towards the canteen, but before I rounded the corner, I saw her sitting in an alcove with the cardboard box. She had written Lollies 2c each on the front and there was a line of kids handing her money.


‘What are you doing?’ I asked, pushing to the front of the line.


She gave me a look that wasn’t half as guilty as I thought it should be.


‘Hey, no cuts!’ one boy said, shoving me to the back.


I walked away, shaking my head in disbelief. I didn’t see Emily again until class when she sat next to me at the desk we shared. Her pockets were weighed down with coins.


‘I made twenty-four dollars and sixty cents,’ she said. It was more money than either of us had ever seen before. ‘And I still have some lollies left over. I can sell them tomorrow for twice the price because of the lolly shortage.’


‘What lolly shortage?’


She didn’t answer, just emptied the coins into her library book bag.


And that’s when I knew. Any other kid in the class would have done one of two things when they found that box. Half would have returned it to the canteen ladies and maybe been given a free snake for their honesty. The other half would have made themselves sick eating as many as they could before anyone saw them. But not Emily.


I never asked her what she used the money for. I assumed that she spent it on toys, but now that I think about it, she probably bought herself some new socks and maybe a loaf of bread and a bottle of milk.


‘So, Sam,’ Daniel says, snapping me out of my trance, ‘what’s the deal with that homeless chick who sat with us on the bus yesterday?’ He tosses the comb across the room into his open backpack. Perfect aim.


‘She’s not homeless,’ I say. I don’t know why I jump on the defensive so quickly.


‘She certainly looked homeless,’ Daniel says.


‘Her family is just doing it a bit tough at the moment.’


‘That still doesn’t explain why she was sitting with us on the bus,’ he says.


Patrick groans from the other side of the room. Jeff is making him maths revision flashcards.


‘If you must know,’ I say, trying to keep my voice down, ‘Emily is an old childhood friend of mine.’


Milo is the only one who is silent. It’s possibly because he has far too much going on in his own life to worry about who sits with us on the bus. Or because, of the lot of them, he is the only one who remembers a time before we were all friends, when I used to spend every waking moment with Emily Burrow.


‘So, what happened? Why has she suddenly come back?’ Daniel asks.


Patrick slams the textbook shut and puts his forehead on the desk. I guess he has given up on studying, so I tell them about the box on my bed and what happened on my twelfth birthday.


‘Then a few years ago,’ I say, ‘her father just up and left one day, and I should have been there for her.’


‘Wow, man,’ Daniel says, punching me affectionately on the arm. ‘That’s deep.’


The others laugh. All except Milo, that is. He doesn’t laugh much these days.


‘Listen,’ I say, ‘the point is, I wasn’t there for her then so, now that he’s back, I’m not going to make that mistake again.’


They have clearly grown tired of the conversation and Daniel suggests we go outside to play handball instead. I agree, but half-heartedly.


Jeff brings the flashcards with him, but Patrick seems to have lost all hope.


When the bell goes for the end of lunch, we pack up our stuff and Jeff, Patrick and I head to the maths block for the trig test. Milo and Daniel have a free period, so they get to go home early. Half their luck. They could have left at lunchtime, but they stuck around to hang out with us for an extra forty minutes. Bless them.


The three of us sit together at the back of the room. The teacher, Mr Tumbler, makes us move the desks slightly apart for the test. It’s more for his benefit than ours; at least this way he feels like he has done something to stop us from copying off each other.


The test is way harder than I was expecting. I confidently answer only about half of the questions, semi-confidently answer a quarter, and totally guess the rest. Every time I glance at Jeff he is writing furiously. Patrick, on the other hand, spends most of the test sharpening his pencil. I try to give him an encouraging look, but he never catches my eye.


‘Five minutes left,’ Mr Tumbler says from his chair. He hasn’t stood up once the entire test. I think he is doing a crossword puzzle.


Jeff looks up. It’s clear he has finished. He looks over at Patrick, whose test is a mess of things scribbled out and written over the top. I watch as Jeff takes an eraser and rubs his name off the top of his test then replaces it with Patrick’s. He gets Pat’s attention by throwing the eraser at him. Patrick looks at what Jeff has done and shakes his head in disbelief.


Jeff raises his hand. ‘I’ve finished, sir. Can I go to the bathroom?’


Jeff stands, walks to Mr Tumbler’s desk and drops his paper upside down in front of him. Then he walks out with his bag and everything. He doesn’t look back.


Patrick and I stare after him in disbelief.


Patrick writes me a note and slips it to me under the desk.


What do I do?


I write back: Change your name to Jeff’s.


He replies: I can’t.


If you don’t, Mr Tumbler will find two tests with your name on them and then you’ll both get a zero for cheating. It’s the only thing you can do.


The bell rings.


‘Pens down,’ Mr Tumbler says. ‘Please put your test on my desk as you leave.’


Lazy bastard doesn’t even come to collect the papers.


Patrick hurriedly rubs out his own name and puts Jeff’s.


We walk out together; I half expect Jeff to be waiting for us outside, but he’s already left. He isn’t on the bus either, so he probably drove home with his mum. He’s going for his driver’s test soon.


‘Why would he do that?’ Patrick asks.


‘Who knows?’ I say. ‘He’s a better person than either of us.’


‘Well, to be fair,’ he says, ‘if you’d given me your test it wouldn’t have had quite the same effect. You’re hardly coming top of the class, Sam.’


I punch him on the arm. ‘At least I’m doing better than you.’


‘Hardly.’


I try to get him into a headlock, but we are spotted by Anderson, who gives us a look from inside the PE staffroom door that says save it for training.


We catch the bus together, just the two of us. We take up the whole back seat by spreading out as much as we can. There are some juniors who have to stand up and they eye us enviously. This doesn’t make us bad people. It’s just the pecking order.
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When I get home after work, Mum is waiting for me in the kitchen with her we need to talk face on.


‘Samson,’ she starts.


I am not ready to have this conversation without some sort of sustenance. I pour myself a glass of milk and prepare for the onslaught.


‘Samson,’ she’s off again, ‘I’m very pleased that you have embraced the charitable life by helping that girl again.’


Well, there you go. That is not what I was expecting her to say.


‘But –’ Oh, she’s still talking ‘– I just want to make sure you are not making any poor decisions.’


And there it is.


‘Like what, Mum?’ I am the face of innocence. That will make her squirm.


‘After all, she is a young woman and you are a young man now. You may find yourself having certain urges.’


My mum is a big advocate for removing sex ed from the curriculum. She is a firm believer in the what-you-don’t-know-can’t-hurt-you theory.


‘Urges, Mum?’ I say with my best cherubic face.


I think she is onto me. I laid the naivety on a little too thick there.


‘You know very well what I mean. Now, I think it’s lovely that you asked Emily to stay over. Lord knows what goes on in her house …’


Wow, she does remember her name. Who knew?


‘But I just want to be sure that you aren’t going to do anything irresponsible.’


Okay, she has suffered enough.


‘Mum, it’s okay, you have nothing to worry about. Emily is just a friend who I’m helping out. The last thing on my mind is urges.’


She visibly relaxes, and her smile is worth a thousand dollars. ‘That’s all I wanted to hear. I’m proud of you, Samson.’


I give her a hug to show there are no hard feelings. Where are all my brothers? They should be taking notes on my performance. It is a clear nine and a half out of ten.


Gideon gets into the most fights with my parents. Andrew and I are old enough now to know when to pick our battles. Gideon is twelve and therefore everything is a battle. The little ones keep a low profile and haven’t quite reached the age where they’ve started to question things.


For example, Gideon announced last week at dinner that he had decided to become an atheist. Now, that’s all very well and good, but there was no reason to tell Mum and Dad about it. That was just cruel.


Mum cried. Dad sent him to his room in disbelief.


I told them I would talk to him. I’m often the mediator in these situations.


I knocked tentatively on the door of the room he shares with Andrew.


‘Go away,’ he yelled.


‘It’s me, Gideon, it’s Sam.’


He opened the door. ‘Did they send you in to convert me back? Because I’m not going to do it, you know.’


‘I know. I have no intention of converting you to anything.’


He let me in and we sat together on his bunk bed. When I move out, Andrew will get my room and then Gideon will have this one all to himself. He might convert this bottom bunk into a desk. This is the biggest bedroom. The little ones are basically in a closet.


‘Look,’ I said, ‘the thing is, Gideon, that was a really mean thing to say. If you want to be an atheist, go for it, but don’t tell Mum and Dad about it.’


‘Why not?’ he asked. It amazes me how selfish kids can be sometimes. Surely by age twelve you should have an inkling of other people’s feelings.


‘Because now they think you’re going to burn in hell for all eternity. And that’s a little upsetting for them since you’re their child and everything.’


He pouted in silence.


‘Just think: in a few years you’ll be able to move out, move to the city, get a flash job, and you won’t have to go to church on Sundays or deliver care packages to poor people. But until then, you have to live in this house with those two nut jobs and you have to go to church every Sunday morning and deliver frickin’ care packages instead of playing footy, and you have to thank God before you eat anything, even if it’s fish pie.’


He laughed. ‘Okay.’


I was getting through.


‘Will you apologise and tell them you weren’t serious?’


‘I suppose so.’


He followed me out into the living room and reluctantly admitted that he was joking.


Mum and Dad looked at me like I was a miracle worker.


Back at the dinner table, Mum gave me an extra scoop of mashed potato. She can be real sweet sometimes. 


‘Well, I just feel sorry for the parents.’ — Mrs Hatter,
parent


‘Massacre? Now that’s the problem with you
media types; you’re always blowing things
way out of proportion. I’d hardly call it a
massacre.’ — Mrs Blackwell, parent





CHAPTER THREE



TEN MONTHS BEFORE


It’s the spring school holidays. After church this morning, I worked for three hours. It was a full morning of applying sun cream to middle-aged ladies and making announcements that no one listens to over the sound system about bluebottles and missing children, and even if they do listen, the sound is too distorted for anyone to understand. Now I’ve got training until four.


The weather is perfect today. We haven’t reached those stinking hot summer days yet and the water still has a little bite to it. The smell of the salt spray is the best in the world. They should bottle this stuff.


I notice, as my head emerges from the waves after my hundredth lap, that Emily is sitting on the sand watching me. She looks completely out of place at the beach. It’s like seeing a giraffe at the supermarket. She is surrounded by families sitting under pop-up sunshades and girls lying on their stomachs soaking up the spring sunshine. By the way, if you ever need help getting one of those sunshades back into its case, I’m your man. I hold the current record of 45.8 seconds. Milo is a close second at 52.4. Sometimes we race.


When Anderson finally lets us go, I walk over to her. The lads stay in the water.


‘You’re a lot faster than you used to be,’ she says, ‘but you have more muscles too.’
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