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            About the book

         

         ‘I think it was one of us,’ Walter says … ‘We had the perfect opportunity. Everyone’s thinking it, I’m just saying it.’

          

         The last thing Hallie and her drama classmates expect to find on a high school scavenger hunt is a dead body. In a town with a population of about thirty-six, no one has experience with murder investigations, but now everyone’s asking who killed Ms Lovelace.

          

         The drama kids thought they were the only people nerdy enough to be at school on a Sunday. When they learn that Adam Tolentino, football star, drama-club nemesis and the hottest boy in school, was there too, Hallie is given the task of finding out what he knows – but she soon learns there’s more to Adam than meets the eye.

          

         Although still grieving her favourite teacher, Hallie knows the show must go on. Managing a musical and a murder investigation is a lot, but Hallie and her friends won’t give up on Ms Lovelace – or each other.

          

         ‘the perfect amount of drama … a guaranteed page-turner.’

          

         – TOBIAS MADDEN, author of Anything But Fine
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1
            Chapter 1

         

         The last thing we expect to find on the scavenger hunt is a dead body.

         It’s Sunday morning, the first weekend of term one, and we’re at school. By ‘we’, I mean the Year Twelve drama class.

         I know it sounds pathetic, but I don’t mind coming to school on the weekend. We’re in every Saturday for musical rehearsals anyway, so I’m used to it. The musical is the most important thing in my life right now. Honestly. I don’t know what I will do when it’s all over. I’ll have to spend my afternoons studying fibre content for textiles or writing essays about poetry for English.

         I am coming first in the class. That’s not me being pretentious, I really am. I guess it’s not a huge feat considering there are only five of us. But the point I’m trying to make here is that I was hoping to win the scavenger hunt today.

         The five of us have been running around the school all morning following clues and solving puzzles. The scavenger hunt is about Bertolt Brecht and epic theatre. The first clue 2was inside a chalk circle drawn on the ground in the quad. We had to find slices of Swiss cheese in the canteen. Then there were stacks of three pennies in the bubblers and a peach outside the school counsellor’s office. I’m chasing down the final clue when I see them. Dorothy is already here.

         I stare at the body on the ground and feel the back of my neck prickle. When we’d arrived this morning, I’d noticed an extra car parked in the teacher’s car park. And earlier, when I was trying to work out the cryptic Helene Weigel clue, I had the weirdest sensation that someone was watching me. At the time, I thought it was one of the others trying to cheat. When I looked up, I could have sworn I saw a shadow disappear around the corner. There is an age-old rumour that one of the cleaners is a serial killer and he has stashed the bodies of his victims in mythical tunnels under the school.

         The musical we are doing is Annie Get Your Gun. I’m not surprised if you haven’t heard of it. Unfortunately, our music teacher, Mrs Berrycloth, who I’m pretty sure has been at the school since it opened in 1928, only knows musicals that were written before 1972. To be honest, we’re lucky to be doing a musical at all. This is the first year our school has ever put on a show, and it’s all because of our drama teacher, Ms Lovelace. She is not only directing the show, she is also the choreographer and production manager. If it weren’t for the crotchety old Mrs Berrycloth, who conducts the orchestra, she’d be doing it all alone.3

         All of this is what makes it so much worse when I see Ms Lovelace’s body lying in a pool of blood in the corridor outside the drama room.

         Dorothy must have arrived moments before I did. She beat me. That stings more than it should considering the circumstances.

         For a second, I think maybe this is part of the scavenger hunt. It’s not unusual for Ms Lovelace to dress up in a costume; maybe the blood is fake, and this clue has something to do with Kattrin in Mother Courage. But Dorothy’s face tells me this is real. Ms Lovelace wouldn’t be cruel enough to let a prank go this far.

         Ms Lovelace is wearing leggings and an oversized jumper – her standard apparel. Her hair is in a messy bun – also standard. She often gets mistaken for a student on mufti days.

         Dorothy is far more helpful than I am. She has already run to the body and put her ear next to Ms Lovelace’s face. I guess she is hoping to feel her breath. It didn’t even occur to me that Ms Lovelace might still be alive. She is just so still. I’ve never seen anything so still.

         I am stuck in Lecoq’s seventh level of tension: tragic. Every inch of me is vibrating with energy.

         ‘Hallie!’ Dorothy yells. ‘Get over here and put pressure on this wound.’

         Oh yeah, I’m Hallie, by the way. Hallie Warner.

         I feel like I’ve had three shots of caffeine. I follow Dorothy’s instructions as best I can.4

         The blood is slippery. Dorothy takes her jumper from around her waist and pushes it into my hands. I hold it over where I assume the wound is, but I don’t really know.

         I didn’t know there was this much blood in a person. It makes me feel heavy and sluggish, as though my insides are sloshing around like a smoothie in a blender.

         Who would have thought the old man to have so much blood in him? 

         Dorothy breathes into Ms Lovelace’s mouth and then pounds on her chest with her fingers interlocked. I wish someone else would get here already. Why did we have to be so damn efficient?

         I have no idea how Dorothy knows what to do. Maybe after what happened to her sister Victoria last year, she took a first-aid course.

         I hear a scream and look up to see Penny. She is standing at the top of the stairs, staring at us. Her hand, in a black fingerless glove, is over her mouth, and she’s wearing a spiked collar. Penny is still trying to keep the emo look alive. She drops the coins she’s holding and they go tumbling down the staircase.

         ‘What happened?’ Penny asks. Her hair – one of those goth-side-fringe things – is in her face. I can’t tell you how many times Ms Lovelace has asked her to pull it back while she’s performing. She must have lent her a hundred bobby pins.

         ‘Just call an ambulance, will you?’ Dorothy yells between puffs of air.5

         ‘My mum confiscated my phone again,’ Penny says. Every time Penny’s mother finds a packet of cigarettes in her room she takes her phone away for a week. Thus, she never has her phone.

         The rest of us don’t have mobile phones because our parents can’t afford them. Dimitri does, but he hasn’t arrived yet. I yell out his name in my best chest voice. No response.

         Penny makes a dash for the nearest staffroom. ‘The door is locked!’ I hear her yell desperately from around the corner. This is followed by the sounds of her fists and then her feet bashing against the door.

         ‘Here,’ Dorothy says, ripping the lanyard from around Ms Lovelace’s neck. It has blood on it. ‘Use these.’

         Penny has reappeared, and Dorothy chucks the keys towards her. They fall on the concrete at her feet. Ms Lovelace has covered her lanyard in little homemade badges, including a rainbow pride flag and a feminism symbol. It seems such a shame to scratch them on the concrete. Penny picks up the keys and disappears around the corner again. I can’t seem to concentrate on anything except holding the jumper. My hands are gripping it so tightly they are going into spasms.

         It takes a few seconds for Penny to find the right key, but it feels like hours.

         ‘Hurry up,’ Dorothy is yelling and her voice is shrill and frantic.

         Finally, I hear the sound of the door unlocking and, moments later, Penny’s panicked voice on the phone as she tells the ambulance where to find us.6

         Dimitri and Walter arrive, one after the other. Of course they are last. I doubt they found the Mother Courage question easy when I know for a fact that neither of them have read it yet. The only reason I am beating Dimitri for first place in drama is that he never bothers to do his logbook work or read any of the plays.

         Walter is at my side in an instant. He already has his hoodie off and adds it to the bloody mess in front of us and his hands join mine to press them down.

         ‘Are you okay?’ he asks.

         I don’t have the brain capacity to answer such an absurd question right now. Instead, I look at the others and try to distract myself.

         Dimitri takes Penny’s hand in his. I didn’t realise she was crying. Black mascara cascades down her face. All I can hear is Dorothy pounding away on Ms Lovelace’s lifeless chest.

         But Walter is there with me, and that’s all I need to keep me upright for now.

         The sound of sirens approaching is such a comfort that I almost laugh. Penny and Dimitri have to run out the front of the school and direct them to us. This place is a maze, even at the best of times.

         I don’t think I’ve ever been so relieved as when I see the paramedics in their blue uniforms running up the stairs towards us.

         ‘You’ve done really well,’ they say, which for some reason makes me feel better. ‘We can take it from here.’7

         Dorothy all but collapses next to me. Maybe we should have taken turns doing the CPR.

         I look down at my hands and they are covered in Ms Lovelace’s blood. I rub them on my overalls.

         The paramedics take Ms Lovelace’s pulse and listen for her breath. But I think they know as well as we do that she’s not in there anymore.

         I watch them put Ms Lovelace on a stretcher and carry her away. We are frozen in shocked silence. I stare at the pool of blood on the floor without really being able to compute what it is.

         ‘Stay here,’ one of the paramedics says before they descend the stairs. ‘The police are on their way and they’ll want to speak to you.’

         I lift my head and peer at the others. Dorothy is on the floor beside me, panting. Dimitri is standing with an arm around Penny. They are both quietly sobbing.

         Walter is holding my hand. I want more than anything to get to a tap and wash the blood away.

         Out damned spot; out, I say! 

         We must look like ghosts – all five of us.
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            Chapter 2

         

         A short time later, Sergeant Griffiths arrives with one other police officer, who looks like he just woke up. Sergeant Griffiths is Walter’s dad. He taught me how to ride a bicycle on the oval. He helped me up every single time I fell off and patched the grazes on my knees and elbows.

         Walter puts on a brave face in front of his father, but I can tell that he is falling apart on the inside.

         ‘What happened, son?’ Sergeant Griffiths asks.

         ‘We just found her like that,’ Walter says and his voice cracks. It sounds like something a murder suspect would say on TV.

         It isn’t until this moment that I realise someone did this to her. That someone killed Ms Lovelace today. And what’s even more concerning is that it suddenly occurs to me that we could possibly be suspects. Suspects in a murder investigation. It is all just too surreal.

         ‘Actually, I found her,’ Dorothy says, standing up on shaky legs. ‘I was the first to arrive.’

         The tiniest ping of jealousy.9

         ‘I think you all better come down to the station,’ the sergeant says. He places a hand on my shoulder. I’m sure it’s meant to be comforting, but his hand is cold and the gesture feels more like a threat.

         They have to take two trips to get us all to the police station. Walter, Dorothy and I go first with Sergeant Griffiths. The other policeman stays with Dimitri and Penny. I feel like I’m being driven to the gallows.

         ‘Ice Ice Baby’ is playing on the radio, and it feels eerily accurate.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The only police station nearby is a couple of towns over. Walter, Dorothy and I are squished together in the back seat of the cop car. Nobody felt much like riding up front. Walter holds my hand the whole way.

         We drive past a group of kids hitching a ride to the creek. They are carrying boogie boards and towels. There are couples out walking their dogs. Mums in work-out gear push prams at impressive speeds. It’s bizarre to think that they don’t know. That their mornings have been totally normal.

         Part of me is hoping that maybe Ms Lovelace will be okay. That the doctors can save her. But deep down, I know that she’s not coming back.

         When we pull into the station car park, I feel sick. I hope I don’t throw up.10

         Sergeant Griffiths tells us to sit in the waiting room while he makes some phone calls. The police station is a converted old pioneer cottage. The waiting room is what I presume was once the sitting room as there’s a tacky chandelier still hanging from the ceiling and an unused picture rail. Walter sometimes volunteers here in the afternoons. He does a bit of paperwork and secretarial stuff. Anything to get his foot in the door.

         ‘Hallie,’ Walter says, ‘are you okay? You haven’t spoken a word since—’

         ‘I have to go to the bathroom,’ I say.

         I stand up and walk away from him. In the bathroom, I look in the mirror. For some reason, I thought I would look different, but it’s the same old me who stares back. I douse my palms in soap and wash the blood from my hands. The knees of my overalls are stained too. I hear the door open behind me and hope it isn’t Walter. Not that I don’t love Walter. I just can’t stand his sympathetic face right now, you know?

         I turn around and see Dorothy standing in the doorway. She has blood on her too. Probably even more than I do.

         ‘You did really well back there,’ I say.

         ‘I’ve done a first-aid course.’

         ‘I was useless,’ I say. ‘I just froze.’

         ‘That’s perfectly normal.’

         She washes her hands in the sink next to me.

         Something about having her there makes me feel a little less sick.11

         ‘I haven’t cried yet,’ I say. ‘Is that weird?’

         ‘Me neither.’ She inhales sharply.

         I just want to sit on the cold tiles with her and wait for it all to be over. Dorothy takes my hand and leads me out into the waiting room. The others haven’t arrived yet and Walter looks at me like I’m broken. We sit back on the couch with him and say nothing.

         Penny and Dimitri arrive eventually. Their faces are ashen. Dimitri looks like he just swallowed a bowling ball.

         Once everyone is here, we’re ushered into the interview room, which, as far as I can tell, was once a nursery. It’s far too small for all of us and there aren’t enough chairs, so Dorothy and I stand. Penny is quickly making her way through a whole box of tissues.

         I thought in situations like this they were supposed to interview us separately to see if our stories matched up. But I guess they haven’t had a lot of experience with murder investigations. Our town only has a population of about thirty-six. I can’t remember anyone ever being killed this way before. There’ve been suicides and car accidents, but nothing like this.

         Sergeant Griffiths and the other police officer sit opposite us. The young one is called Caleb. I think he used to go to our school. He has a notebook. They’re recording everything we say, so what is the point of the notebook? Maybe he is jotting down our facial expressions. I try not to look guilty.

         ‘So, why were you kids at the school today?’ the sergeant asks.12

         ‘I told you, Dad,’ says Walter. ‘We were doing a scavenger hunt.’

         ‘I know, son. I just need it on the tape.’

         Walter nods. I can feel him chastising himself for not knowing that.

         ‘Right,’ Sergeant Griffiths continues. ‘So you all arrived together on the bus this morning, is that correct?’

         I think back to when Dorothy, Walter and I caught the bus. We sat across the back seat and sang through the musical the whole way. The rest of the passengers were thrilled. Not. I can’t believe that was only a few hours ago.

         ‘Yes,’ Dorothy says, already on the defensive. ‘And we didn’t do it.’

         ‘Nobody’s accusing you kids of anything here,’ Sergeant Griffiths says.

         ‘I drove,’ Dimitri says. ‘I didn’t come on the bus with the others. I drove. My mum took the car home.’

         Dimitri is on his Ls. He thinks this makes him the bee’s knees, but he did a pretty shocking reverse park in the teacher’s car park this morning. Just saying. Right now, though, he sounds nervous. I’ve never heard him sound nervous before; he normally oozes with confidence.

         ‘But we all saw him arrive,’ Dorothy says.

         ‘I drove too,’ Penny says. ‘My dad dropped me off.’

         ‘Did he wait for you?’ Sergeant Griffiths asks.

         ‘No, he left. He had to go to work. I was going to catch the bus home.’

         ‘And, Dorothy, you were the first to find the body?’ 13Sergeant Griffith looks up at Dorothy and me standing in the corner.

         ‘Yes, I tried to administer first aid. Hallie helped; she arrived pretty much straight after I did. Then, when Penny got there, we sent her to call an ambulance.’

         ‘And did you two see anyone else around before you found the body?’

         ‘No,’ Dorothy says.

         ‘Hallie?’

         I shrug.

         ‘For the tape, please, Hal.’

         ‘No,’ I say and my voice sounds shaky. ‘I don’t think so.’

         ‘You’re not sure?’

         ‘Well, I thought I heard someone, maybe following me, and there might have been a shadow.’

         ‘A shadow?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Is Ms Lovelace going to be okay?’ Penny asks between intermittent sobs.

         Sergeant Griffiths reaches across the table and pats her hand. ‘I’m afraid not,’ he says. ‘I spoke to the hospital just a moment ago. They said there was nothing they could do; she had already lost too much blood.’

         The room is so quiet I can hear Dorothy’s nose whistle. Even Penny is silent for a moment. Sergeant Griffiths continues asking us questions, but none of us are in much of a state to answer, and eventually he calls an end to the interview.14

         ‘I will get the constable to drive you guys home. I am very sorry about your teacher. I know she meant a lot to you all.’

         They leave us alone. Penny is crying again.

         ‘She was my favourite teacher,’ Dorothy says and the tears start to well in her eyes.

         Before Dorothy took drama in Year Nine she was too shy to even lift her head walking down the corridor. She used to sit by herself at lunch in the library. She didn’t really do much of anything after what happened with her sister. Now she’s a lead in the school musical. Ms Lovelace did a lot to get Dorothy out of her shell. She did a lot for all of us.

         ‘Wait,’ I say suddenly. ‘Sergeant Griffiths!’ My voice is shrill; I would never let this happen on a normal day.

         ‘What is it, Hallie?’ he says, coming back in the door. He must think I have another clue for him, like the tasty titbit about the shadow.

         ‘Ms Lovelace … she has cats, she has three cats,’ I say. ‘Someone has to feed them.’

         ‘We’ve contacted Ms Lovelace’s parents and they will be here tomorrow. Don’t worry, I’m sure they will look after the cats.’

         ‘But what about tonight? They’ll need to be fed and have their litter changed and their water refilled.’

         ‘Don’t worry, Hal – they’ll be fine for one night.’

         He leaves us and I can’t breathe. I feel like my chest is collapsing in on itself. The thought of those cats all alone, 15waiting for Ms Lovelace to come home, is all I can think about.

         Ms Lovelace adored those cats; she talked about them all the time. She has photos of them on the pinboard above her desk. Their names are Gene, Judy and Doris.

         ‘Do you still have Ms Lovelace’s lanyard?’ I ask Penny.

         She nods and hands it to me under the table like she is passing me a note in class.

         It’s awful, but I suddenly think of the musical.

         ‘What’s going to happen with the show?’ I ask no one in particular.

         You would expect the others to judge me, but they understand. This show is my whole life. I have never cared about anything so much.

         ‘Without Ms Lovelace, what will they do?’ Dimitri asks.

         ‘Will they cancel the show?’ Penny adds.

         ‘And what about our drama class?’ Dorothy says. ‘She is the only drama teacher in the school. Will we have to choose another elective?’

         ‘Dear god, please don’t make me take engineering,’ I say.

         Sergeant Griffiths comes back in to take all of our fingerprints and DNA swabs before we leave.

         ‘Just for elimination,’ he says, but I am not so sure.
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            Chapter 3

         

         The young police officer, Caleb, drops Dorothy off first. Her house is a ramshackle little place on the rough side of town. It has a white concrete partition in front of the door, which makes it look a lot like a public toilet.

         Dorothy’s dad isn’t in the picture and her mother works two jobs just to pay the bills. Dorothy has a heart of gold and she often bakes cookies for the class. Packet mix, but still.

         She waves goodbye to us before letting herself in. The door is unlocked. I guess you don’t have to worry too much about being robbed when your house looks like that. I’d be more concerned about people wandering in off the street to use the bathroom.

         Caleb drops Walter and me off together in front of our houses – both little weatherboard boxes side by side. Walter is my best friend in the world. We’ve been next-door neighbours our whole lives. From where we stand, we can see the joint tree house our parents built that can be reached from a rope ladder on either side of the fence. We spent a lot of our childhood up there trying to perfect the Dirty Dancing lift and eating soy chips.17

         ‘Want me to come inside with you?’ Walter asks.

         ‘No.’ I mean for it to sound caring but it comes off as hostile. ‘I think I need to be alone for a while.’ I realise after I’ve said it that maybe he wanted to come in for his own sake, not mine. Walter almost says something but closes his mouth. I wonder if he was going to ask if he could join me, but then realised it would be weird. Walter and I used to have sleepovers all the time when we were young. He would sleep on the floor of my room or I would take the bottom bunk in his while his little brother, Ray, was still in the cradle. But somehow, that all stopped. I can’t even remember the last time we did it. It should have been special, that last time, but it all blurs together. I guess our parents figured that once we hit puberty, sharing a room might not be the best idea. But even the thought of seeing Walt as anything other than a friend feels so wrong.

         I watch Walter let himself in. His house looks empty. His mother might have taken Ray to the creek for the day. I think of Walter sitting in his room alone and wish I had let him come in with me.

         I walk up the gravel path to my front door.

         I’m sure you will be shocked to hear that I have big dreams of leaving this dead-end town and heading to the West End or Broadway. I wanted to go to this special performing arts high school in Sydney but my parents couldn’t afford it, or didn’t want to. The school has an actual theatre on campus, with a box office and an orchestra pit and everything. Our orchestra sits on the floor with the audience and drowns 18out the singers on stage. My father is not a huge fan of musicals (big surprise) and doesn’t particularly view acting as a viable career path.

         When I reach the front door, it’s locked. My mum is probably still at work. She works as a nurse at the local hospital. And I don’t care what anyone says, nurses are the most underappreciated people in the world.

         I let myself in and walk through the kitchen and down the hall to my bedroom. I thought Dad might have been out fishing. He and Sergeant Griffiths go fishing together sometimes, but in my whole life I’ve never known them to catch anything. They also play poker together a few nights a week at Walter’s house. But he’d be home by now if that were the case.

         I throw my whole outfit straight into the washing machine and almost overflow the tray with powder. Then I shower until the hot water runs out. Lastly, I put on my pyjamas even though it’s only two in the afternoon.

         Then I lie down on top of the covers and wait for my mum to get home. I still haven’t cried. The thing is, I don’t feel sad; I just feel numb.

         I will myself to sleep but, in all honesty, I don’t think I’ve ever felt more awake. I don’t know if I will ever be able to sleep again. I hear my dad get home a little later, but I don’t call out to him and he doesn’t check on me. Instead, I hear him complain that there’s no hot water left and then the sound of the TV.

         When my mother finally gets home much later, I hear 19her and my father in the kitchen, their voices raised, before she taps on my door.

         ‘Hallie, sweetheart?’ she says.

         ‘Hey, Mum.’

         She comes in with a sandwich from the hospital cafeteria. I nibble at it while Mum says soothing things to me and runs her hand through my hair. ‘I heard what happened,’ she says. ‘I’m so sorry, Hal.’

         ‘I think I just want to sleep,’ I lie.

         She kisses me on the forehead and leaves me alone.

         I listen for the sound of my parents’ bedroom door closing before changing into jeans and a jumper as quickly as I can. I pull on my trainers and climb out the window.

         I slip into Walter’s garden and sneak past the living room window. The house is mostly dark, except for the light from Sergeant Griffiths’ study. I wonder if he is looking at the crime scene photographs right now. I shudder.

         I make my way around the side of the house and tap on Walter’s bedroom window. He appears almost instantly. Somehow, he must have known I would come.

         ‘I need your help,’ I say.

         ‘Anything.’

         He climbs out the window and follows me through the front gate.

         ‘Where are we going?’ he asks.

         ‘Ms Lovelace’s house,’ I say.

         He nods, processing that information. ‘Do you know where she lives?’20

         ‘I saw her coming out her front door once,’ I say. Walter gives me a funny look as if he knows I’m lying. I keep walking.

         I don’t know what to expect when we arrive. I guess I am picturing a squadron of cop cars, sirens, sniffer dogs, helicopters and the whole lot covered in crime scene tape. But the only sign that something is wrong is a cross of police tape over the front door. The two-man police force in this area isn’t exactly the FBI.

         ‘Let’s try the back door,’ Walter says. I follow him around the side of the house. We trip over a pile of plastic flowerpots.

         The backyard is small. Ms Lovelace’s washing is still hanging on the line, rows and rows of colourful leggings and baggy T-shirts.

         I pull the lanyard out of my pocket. I guess this is an important piece of evidence and that keeping it is probably a crime, but I don’t really care right now. We try a couple of keys before we get one to fit and the door swings open to reveal a tiny laundry that leads into a living-room-slash-dining-room-slash-kitchen.

         The cats are onto us in a moment. Gene, the big ginger boy, aggressively headbutts Walter’s legs. The smallest one, a tabby called Doris, cries at the door behind us and the third, Judy, black and white like a Jellicle cat, watches carefully from the bookshelf.

         ‘They were expecting Ms Lovelace,’ I say.

         Walter bends down and scratches Gene behind the ears.21

         ‘She’s not coming home,’ I say to them, and, finally, I burst into tears. ‘She’s not coming home.’

         I collapse to the floor, my tears falling in gallons. Soon I’ll drown in them like Alice.

         Walter wraps his arms around me.

         ‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘It’s okay.’

         I want to scream at him and shout, ‘NO, IT IS NOT OKAY! IT IS NOT EVEN CLOSE TO BEING OKAY!’ But I can’t speak. All I can do is cry. Eventually, Walter releases me and goes to fill up the food bowls. Each cat has a Tupperware container full of kibble with their name on it. This even brings Judy down from the bookshelf, though she eats with one eye still on us.

         Then Walter empties their water bowl and refills it from the kitchen sink. Ms Lovelace’s kitchen is tidy. The benches are clean and the dish rack is empty. It feels wrong being here. I’ve never seen the inside of one of my teacher’s houses before.

         I am suddenly overwhelmed by the thought that we are trespassing. What if the police come back looking for more clues or something? They’ll find us, the kids who discovered the victim’s dead body, here, snooping around in her house.

         Through the laundry, I can see the living room. There’s a record deck and a whole shelf full of vintage musical records like Oklahoma! and Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. I can picture Ms Lovelace sitting on her couch, a cat on her lap and the sounds of Howard Keel and Gordon MacRae filling the room.22

         ‘Maybe we should have a look around,’ Walter says.

         ‘What?’

         ‘There might be clues.’

         ‘Won’t the police have already searched the house?’

         ‘Maybe they missed something.’

         He heads into the living room.

         ‘Walter,’ I hiss after him. ‘We shouldn’t!’

         Gene is following him. Judy has returned to her perch on the bookshelf, but little Doris has gone back to watching the door. I can’t bear it.

         I follow Walter. He is creeping down the hall towards the bedrooms. ‘Hal, check this out!’ he calls to me.

         The house has two bedrooms. The first I pass is small and filled with what looks like a homemade cat climbing jungle. There are platforms, bridges, tunnels and towers. It’s pretty impressive, to tell the truth.

         I jump at the sound of a branch hitting the window. Every time a car passes by, my body goes cold.

         Gene the cat shows off by jumping from the floor to the top platform.

         The larger bedroom has what I assume is Ms Lovelace’s bed in it, neatly made. The walls are bare. Walter is fishing through her bedside table. I can’t bring myself to look in there. Instead, I slip my hand under her pillow. There’s something there. It feels like a photograph; one side is glossy. I look over at Walter, who is immersed in the contents of her bedside drawers. I slip the photograph out and glance at it quickly before shoving it into the back pocket of my jeans.23

         A car outside slows down and suddenly I remember where we are and what we’re doing, and I want to get out of the house as soon as possible. But at the sound of the car, the cats scurry, their tiny claws scratching the floor as they sprint down the hall. The room is illuminated by bright light. Someone has pulled into the driveway and their headlights are shining straight into the bedroom where Walter and I are standing. Absurdly, we duck down to the floor, even though whoever it is has probably already seen our silhouettes against the curtains. I curse my huge hair for making me so distinctive. If that’s Sergeant Griffiths out there, there’s no way he won’t know it’s us.

         Walter shushes me even though I’ve never been so silent in my life.

         ‘Shouldn’t we get out of here?’ I hiss back.

         He nods and we start to army crawl out the bedroom door and down the hall. The car just sits there, idling with its lights still on. We’re halfway back to the laundry when I hear shoes on the gravel path leading to the front door – a slow crunch of pebbles under boots.

         ‘Who is that?’ Walter asks.

         ‘How the hell would I know?’

         Whoever is outside has reached the front door. They knock. Three times, horrendously loud.

         ‘Dad wouldn’t knock,’ Walter whispers.

         ‘Hanna,’ a voice comes through the door. It’s a man, and he sounds furious. ‘Who’s in there with you? I saw you were with someone!’24

         ‘He thinks I’m Ms Lovelace,’ I say.

         The man jiggles the door handle and it feels like the whole house shakes.

         ‘Come on, let’s go,’ Walter says.

         We reach the laundry. The cats are nowhere in sight.

         ‘What if he tries the back door?’ I say.

         Walter doesn’t leave me time to think about that terrifying prospect before he is up, flinging open the screen door and dragging me down the cement stairs into the garden.

         ‘You can’t get away that easily!’ the man shouts. He obviously heard the screen door slam shut behind us.

         I stop, my fingers fumbling with the keys on Ms Lovelace’s lanyard.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Walter says.

         ‘We have to lock the door again,’ I say. ‘The cats are still in there.’

         Walter rolls his eyes but doesn’t stop me. I hear someone tripping over the stack of flowerpots, and Walter grabs my arm. ‘Come on, Hallie!’

         The key turns in the lock and I hear the satisfying click that tells me the cats are safe from whoever this is.

         We sprint around the other side of the house, but the path is a lot narrower here and we have to negotiate around the wheelie bins.

         Walter pushes me in front of him. ‘Keep going,’ he says. ‘I’ll hold him off.’

         ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I say.25

         We reach the front of the house.

         ‘Hey,’ the voice yells behind us. ‘What the hell are you kids doing here?’

         We leg it. The panic I feel when I think he might be chasing after us is brief and is replaced with a mix of relief and fear as I hear the sound of another car approaching and see the flash of blue and red lights in the distance.

         It must be Walter’s dad. I wonder if someone tipped him off that there were trespassers in Ms Lovelace’s house. We pause behind a grevillea and see whoever was following us jump back into his car and speed away before Sergeant Griffiths arrives. We don’t stick around to get arrested for trespassing and slip away down a footpath between two houses.
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         We walk home the long way, side by side, and I’m crying again, but I feel lighter with every step, like every tear that falls to the ground weighs a tonne. The night air is still warm and I can hear the cicadas in the trees and the frogs in the drain. We pass the spot where Walter fell out of a gum tree and dislocated his shoulder when we were seven and I had to run and get his dad, who carried him all the way home. On the left is the house we used to think was haunted because we once saw the door blow open all by itself. Our steps quicken as we walk past, even now. There’s also the bull ant nest that the football boys once kicked at 26me and Walter in Year Seven when I dressed up as Belle for Halloween and made Walter come as the Beast.

         We stop under the streetlight outside our houses.

         I can’t get the words thank you to come out of my mouth, but Walter seems to get the idea.

         ‘Anytime, Hal,’ he says.

         He gives me a leg-up to climb back through my bedroom window before heading around to his own room. It is only now that I again remember seeing that other car at the school this morning.

         Somehow, I fall asleep and my dreams are filled with crying cats and scratched records.

      

   


   
      
         
27
            Chapter 4

         

         Period one the next day and we get called into a whole-school assembly in the hall. This only happens when someone has died. The last time we did this was for Dorothy’s sister, Victoria. People are already whispering to each other, trying to work out who it is. They are checking to make sure all their friends are at school today. There are frantic whispers flying around in the air.

         ‘Where’s Norma? Norma is never late!’

         ‘She has chickenpox you idiot. She’s been off all week.’

         ‘Has anyone heard from Nick today? He’s not replying to my texts.’

         ‘He’s probably just coming down from last night.’

         ‘I hope it’s my maths teacher. Maybe we’ll get a free period today.’

         ‘You can’t say that.’

         ‘What? You’re thinking the same thing.’

         I try not to listen to them. As a distraction, I focus on counting the freckles on my arm. I get to fifty-seven by the time the teachers finally get everyone to shut up.28

         Dimitri, Walter, Dorothy, Penny and I sit together in the senior section of the hall. Dorothy is holding Penny’s hand so tight that her knuckles are white. She is wearing the same huge grey sweatshirt she wears every day. Dorothy has probably had more uniform detentions than the rest of the school put together. At this point, she just shows up even when nobody has written her up for it.

         The principal, Mr Feather, gets up on the stage. He’s not holding any notes so he hasn’t written a speech, unless he’s learnt it off by heart. Unlikely.

         ‘I have some sad news …’

         I tune out. I don’t need to hear this. Mr Feather’s voice is steady; he doesn’t seem particularly choked up about it. I look around at the faces of the students in the crowd and wonder if any of them are capable of murder. I can tell that most of them have no idea who Ms Lovelace even is. But there are kids here and there, scattered throughout the room, who look like they’ve been hit by a truck. For some of us, drama is the only reason we come to school each day. In a town like this, most of us need an escape.

         All I can think about is that somewhere in this room could be the person who killed her. Another teacher? A student? Each of them seems less likely than the last.

         The assembly lasts less than half an hour. Afterwards they make the drama students stay back and we are all given appointment times to speak to the school counsellor, Addie.
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         29It is period two and we have drama – our first drama lesson without Ms Lovelace. Somebody has cleaned up the floor where she died – there is no blood in sight – and people have started piling up bunches of flowers, cards and drawings next to the drama room door. I use the term ‘drama room’ loosely. It’s actually just two regular classrooms that have been melded together. They removed the joining wall and took out the furniture and called it a ‘performance space’, even though it has mouldy carpet and those horrible old fluorescent lights. Ms Lovelace was hoping the musical would raise enough funds to get us some proper stage lights and a new floor.

         There are at least seven cards with drawings of the Greek comedy and tragedy masks. Shows what they know; Ms Lovelace didn’t even like Greek theatre.

         I notice Dorothy add a small handmade card to the pile. It has a drawing of William Shakespeare on the front. That’s more like it.

         Normally, Ms Lovelace is already in the room waiting for us when we arrive. But not today. Today, the door is locked and we have to stand outside, our socked feet getting dirty on the concrete.

         ‘Maybe no one’s coming,’ Dorothy says after at least ten minutes have passed.

         ‘They wouldn’t just leave us,’ Dimitri says. ‘Don’t they have a duty of care or whatever?’

         Just when we’re thinking we’ll head down to the oval and sit in the sun for the rest of the lesson, a teacher rounds 30the corner and heads towards us. I think he is a substitute. I’ve definitely seen him around the school before. I’m pretty sure he took me for a textiles lesson once. He is wearing a sweater vest and a checked shirt. It is quite an ensemble. He wears glasses and has a little adult acne on his cheeks. Poor guy. He is also about half the height of Dimitri.

         ‘Hi, guys,’ he says, fumbling with his keys. ‘Sorry I’m late. I had no idea where the drama room was, to be honest.’

         Dorothy, Penny, Dimitri, Walter and I exchange looks of dismay.

         The casual teacher finally gets the door open, after I show him the shoulder-barge technique.

         Inside the room, set up on the windowsill, is a basket full of chocolates and one of Ms Lovelace’s homemade badges that reads I’m kind of a big deal on stage. 

         ‘That must be the prize,’ Dorothy says. None of us touch it.

         We instinctively move to sit in a circle on the floor.

         ‘I’m Mr Morton,’ the teacher says, writing his name on the whiteboard, ‘and I will be taking your class for the foreseeable future. I am very sorry about what happened to Ms Lovelace. I know she must have meant a lot to you all.’

         ‘Are you a drama teacher, sir?’ Penny asks. Always so blunt.

         ‘No, I’m actually woodwork trained,’ he says, and a silent groan permeates the room. ‘So, um, I might need you guys to help me out a bit.’

         ‘Aren’t you supposed to be the teacher, sir?’ Penny asks.31

         ‘Just so that I can get up to date, you know, with where your class is at in the syllabus.’

         Mr Morton holds up a book that obviously belonged to Ms Lovelace as it is full of colourful Post-it notes.
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