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I recognized myself in Jane Eyre. It amazes me how many white people can’t read themselves in black characters. I didn’t feel any separation between me and Jane. We were tight.
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At home, this was her own private view of the world: grimy, tiny, vast. Her go-to hallway window. A fixed glass plate, exactly twenty-six by thirty-two inches. She used to stand on tiptoes to see through it, and every night it turned the city into an electric fairyland. Once upon a long time ago she believed in magic.
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A creative writing master class on the first day back? They weren’t kidding with the whole pep talk about hitting the ground running this year. The visiting writer, Ronette Bartloch—it had to be a pen name—was wittering about fantasy. She invited them to interpret fantasy as broadly as they liked—thanks, heaps—from fairy tale to political manifesto. She spoke in such a low, humming voice it was almost impossible to tune in at the dozy end of the day.


For Vân Ước, fantasies fell into two categories: nourishing or pointless.


Daydreaming about Billy Gardiner, for example? Pointless. It always left her feeling sick, as though she’d eaten too much sugar. And there was zero chance of a payoff, because she had observed Billy Gardiner in his native habitat for two years now, and it was a truth universally acknowledged that he only ever went out with girls like Pippa or Tiff or Ava. Foreground, high-resolution girls. And, even then, not for long.


Buzz around the lockers was that he’d hooked up with Holly at a couple of parties over the summer break.


Vân Ước allowed herself a covert sideways glance at the boy in question. Right across the aisle. Close enough to touch. Stretching back in his chair, oar-calloused hands clasped over the back of his messy blond hair, shirtsleeves rolled up, sharp forearm flexors. His nose in profile, relative to forehead and chin, must be one of those precise proportions that define visual harmony. The golden mean. She smiled as she imagined measuring his face to check it. His eyes were closed. Concentrating? Dozing? He was probably on the river rowing by five thirty this morning…


A nourishing fantasy, on the other hand, was okay as long as you didn’t indulge just before bedtime, or you could end up with your nose pressed so close to what you hoped for that sleep wouldn’t have a chance.


So, daydreaming about being at her own art exhibition opening? Nourishing. She could see it, taste it, frame after delicious frame. Her dramatic, large-scale work of minutely beautiful things, the artsy yet fashionable crowd. Her modest thanks at the praise being poured over her like honey. No, really… Too, too kind… The flash of cameras. Clothes… something fluidly androgynous, directional, by a Japanese designer. In a slatey gray. Billy Gardiner wishing he’d gotten to know her when they were at school together. Kicking himself that he hadn’t.


In the most lock-and-key part of her dreamscape, she believed the art thing might conceivably happen. Minus the Billy Gardiner element. If she worked hard enough. Maybe.


Thankfully, the nature of fantasy was private. Because her parents must never guess. Because in their fantasies she was a doctor. White coat. Stethoscope. Large income. Comfortable retirement for the whole family. A big house in their dream suburb, Kew. (Why the obsession with Kew?)


Little hitch.


Little inconsistency re dreamsgoalsdesiredoutcomes.


So that was one door of the nourishing fantasy that was better kept shut. Behind that door stood her mother and father, her hardworking, first-generation-immigrant, barely-English-speaking Vietnamese Australian parents screaming nooooooooooo in a horror film slo-mo reaction shot. And then attacking her with blunt instruments.


She took a calming breath. Still plenty of school to get through before she needed to face hand-to-hand combat with her parents over university course selection. This was only the first week of the two-year International Baccalaureate (IB) program at Crowthorne Grammar, where she had been at school since year nine.


Anyway, she limited the wishing, dreaming, fantasy activities, too pragmatic to let them take over. She preferred things that could be proved, or held. The plastic fantastic—the trustworthy, physical world. Physics. Chemistry. Art. Most of all, art.


She rested her hands in her lap, doing a couple of the gentle stretches the doctor had given her to do after diagnosing repetitive strain injury last year. At the time she was devastated because it meant having to change media from her flick-stroke, photorealist drawings to actual photography for her IB portfolio. Like drummers, people who draw are notoriously fidgety; she missed the pencil in her hand like a ghost limb, and still felt the twitch of its absence. Fortunately, her camera was grafting itself to her hand quite comfortably.


Enthused and pink-cheeked, in witchy ankle boots and a retro sundress, Ms. Bartloch was encouraging the class to select from her box of creative prompts.


Their challenge for the fantasy class was to imagine things as they might be, not as they were. To let themselves be transported to another place or time.


Holly Broderick was talking about a friend’s penthouse apartment in the city that sure was her idea of fantasy. That girl was the perfectly formed love child of Smirk and Snarl. She spent half her time showing off and the other half looking for someone to squash. Holly was not as pretty as Ava, not as rich as Pippa, not as “Establishment” as Gabi, but boy did she rule at being mean. If she were ever to feel the full force of Vân Ước’s dislike, she’d probably fall over and never get up again. It was easier to avoid eye contact altogether than cause possible mortal injury, even to someone as deserving of it as Holly.


Why did these days at the beginning of the year go so slowly, when by the end of term they rushed along at warp speed? Was it only six hours ago she’d slipped into her mother-ironed summer uniform and looked out at her very own million-dollar view toward the bay? Although—penthouse apartment in Melbourne? Make that a two-, maybe three-million-dollar view. Real estate was getting ridiculous.


Not that her parents paid market rates for their view. It was courtesy of the state government. Low-rent, high-rise, run-down public housing. She was the only girl in her class who lived in a place like that. But the view was great. What you could see of it anyway, out of small aluminum-framed windows with years’ worth of grime on the outside.


By the time the fantasy-prompt box made its way to Vân Ước, all the interesting stuff was taken. On surrounding desktops she saw an assortment of little plastic dolls and cars, exotic feathers, old coins, a couple of tarot cards, china fragments, and even some bones. She fished about. A few crappy shells and the obligatory vintage postcards were all that was left. Classic. The meek shall inherit the dregs.


She hated creative writing. It was her least favorite aspect of English, and she had probably already written in advance enough pieces to cover her in this area. Summer hadn’t been exactly oversubscribed in the social department. There was plenty of preparation time for this year’s work.


Ms. Bartloch came over, stirred her hand through the box, and offered it to Vân Ước again. A glass vial peeped out from under the postcards. That looked a bit more interesting. She examined it at close range: a little tube of glass, each end sealed with a twist. Inside, a floating slip of paper on which one word was written in spidery faded ink: wish.


The vial warmed to blood temperature in her hand as she free-associated with the chosen item, as they’d been instructed to do. Wish led straight to Billy Gardiner, naturally. In a different world, she might belong here. She would not live in the dumpbin category of scholarship/poor/smart/Asian. She’d be one of the guys. Plenty of the “guys” were Asian, of course; it was a diverse community. But, unlike Vân Ước, they were from backgrounds of privilege: corporate expats’ kids or second- and third-generation locals.


She imagined having money in her pocket for after-school coffees on Greville Street. At leisure all weekend simply to hang out. Stories to swap about her latest holiday. A family she’d feel relaxed enough about to take for granted, even to bitch about occasionally. And a boy like Billy Gardiner. She had permission—instruction—to wish. Sugar high and depressing comedown on the horizon. Deep breath. She wished, with a quick, hard ache of impossibility, that Billy Gardiner liked her. More than liked her. Preferred her to all the other girls in the school. All the other girls in the world. Found her… fascinating.


“Everyone writing something, please,” Ms. Bartloch was saying, looking at her watch. Her tone was so annoying, like someone leading a meditation. And, embarrassingly, she had her eyes shut. “Start with some free writing… let the words flow… open yourself to your theme… welcome any ideas that come to you… don’t think of spelling or grammar… remember the wonderful Select All/Delete—your limbering up is completely free, completely private.”


Looking around, Vân Ước realized with an uncomfortable heart thump that she was the only person not tapping away on her keyboard. Coming last—at anything, even free writing—was not an option.


Cue the idiot life commentators. They lived, uninvited, on the doorstep of all her inadequacies: two of them, old white dudes, heckling as they watched her every hesitation, every failure: Yes, the scholarship girl has dropped the ball/Will the visiting writer mention her tardiness in the staffroom?/It’s certainly possible/Possible? It’s a sure thing! Vân Ước Phan needs to pick up her game if she’s planning to go the distance.


She uncurled her fingers to take one more look at the glass vial, but it was gone. It must have slipped from her hand while she was in Billy-zone. She looked in her lap. She bent down, scanning the floor under her desk. Checked under her chair. Under the desk in front of her. The desk behind her. Inside her pencil case. Emptied her pencil case. Dropped things from her pencil case on the floor. She was growing hot with discomfort. The teacher might think she’d stolen it—the constant worry of the poorest kid in the room. Where the hell was it?


Everyone seemed busy writing. So she risked standing up. Surely it couldn’t have slipped inside her dress. She stood up, pulled her dress out at the front, looked down, shook herself as discreetly as possible. A quick shimmy. A little hop. But nothing fell out.


“Lost something?” Billy Gardiner was looking at her oddly. No wonder. He’d obviously witnessed the whole bend-and-stretch routine. He leaned down and picked up a pen. “This?”


“No.” She took the pen. “But thanks.”


She put up her hand and witchy boots came over. “I’m so sorry. I’ve somehow misplaced the little…” Vân Ước held her fingers up, vial distance apart.


Ms. Bartloch nodded, then whispered so as not to distract the other students. “Don’t worry—sorry, what’s your name?”


Flustered, Vân Ước said her name with correct Vietnamese pronunciation, the lilting double vowel and upward inflection on “Ước.” She registered Ms. Bartloch not quite catching the pronunciation, and repeated it with the Anglo flatness she used for school, because everyone could manage it: Van Oc.


“Things wander from that box and find their way back, Vân Ước.”


“But I’ve looked everywhere.”


“Better get started, anyway—I promised Ms. Norton you’d all have something to go on with after this session.”




Okay—free writing—free freeeeeeeee meeeee youuuuu blah blah wish theme fantasy wish fish delish wish mish kish pish quish squish what will I write I write the write right wrong free to enter wish wish wish I wish I wish I hadn’t read the article about the fucking government’s new legislation on boat people how dare they how dare they stand in the fortress the high places the towers of privilege stamp down rain down reign down on the people who can’t find the first foothold in the green water floating drowning the soft sand the sand too far too far far far below never making it to shore they are no different from us us and them us is them we are them them and us them us them us them us wish us them them wish us out okay limbered.


Select All. Delete.


Creative Prompt: The word “Wish.” Vân Ước Phan. English: 11015EN(N).


The wish many of us share is simple to express but, it seems, hard to achieve: we want a just and equitable society, one that welcomes those seeking asylum from political and religious persecution. My parents found such a society when they arrived by boat in Australia from Vietnam in 1980. The intervening years have seen sympathy waning, and opposing governments have come to office in recent years partly on the bipartisan, and, sadly, popular platform of “Keep out the boats.” I wish for a different…





Half an hour raced by in a burst of political outrage. How dare this government describe asylum seekers who arrived by boat as “illegals,” deliberately misinforming the electorate? Her parents’ generation was given asylum after the fall of Saigon, people from Europe were given asylum after the Second World War, and now there were detention centers like Manus Island and Nauru, where kids from places like Iraq and Afghanistan were imprisoned. This had turned into a country that didn’t care about its humanitarian responsibilities. What had happened?


As she wrote, she tried to evoke the fear and desperation that people must feel in order to risk traveling in this way, imperiling themselves and their family.


Billy Gardiner did not make an appearance.


Did everyone live this kind of double life?
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Packing up to go home by the lockers after her oboe class, she saw that the only other person still around was Billy Gardiner. And he appeared to be staring at her.


“So, did you find it?”


He couldn’t be speaking to her. Billy Gardiner did not seek out Vân Ước Phan for after-school chitchat.


He came a couple of steps closer. He was buzzing. He pulled the phone from his pocket, glanced at the screen, switched it off, stuffed it back in. “Whatever you thought was inside your dress—did you find it?” He was smiling the question. Had put her ahead of the phone call in his queue of popular-boy activities. Was looking at her with complete attention. Not the sorry, I bumped you on the way past look, not the scanning the crowd and not bothering to stop look, not the don’t really know who you are look. But eye to eye. Waiting. Listening.


“No,” she said. “No, I didn’t.” And walked off.


Nice one, Vân Ước, the commentators said quietly. That’s the way to play it when your dream boy tries to talk to you/Yup, you nailed it, and—what’s this?—look, she’s leaving the field/She’s throwing in the towel/She’s—


“Oh, do shut up,” she muttered.
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Two knocks on her bedroom wall. It was Jess from next door. Coffee? Three taps back. On my way.


Her father was already at work, so it was only her mother stern-eyeing her as she hit the kitchen.


“Bye, Ma,” she said, picking up her packed lunch from the bench.


“Don’t be wasting so much time with Jessica,” her mother said in Vietnamese. They always spoke Vietnamese at home. Her mother could speak only a small amount of basic English. Survival English. It was a miracle she could speak it at all after a total of twenty weeks of language class more than twenty years ago. Vân Ước had always offered to teach her more, but her mother waved it away. Too late, too late. She was probably right. She had only ever worked with other Vietnamese women, hung out with them, shopped in their shops on Albert Street… she didn’t need much English to get by. Especially not with a daughter on tap as interpreter/translator.


“Quick coffee, Mama—I’m so early. We get into trouble if we’re too early.”


Her mother never had a clue about what school approved or disapproved of. That world was as remote and mysterious to her as the moon. She had a generalized fear of the school: it gave her daughter a scholarship; it could take the scholarship away. Vân Ước always had the trump card: all communication from the school was via her. Sometimes it felt mean, and too easy, to play it like this, but it was, finally, an upside of being the family English speaker, whether or not she wanted to be, for all these years.


She chose a banana from the fruit bowl and kissed her mother good-bye.


Her mother nodded and shooed her out dismissively. “Be good. Study hard.”


How much did she hate it when her mother said study hard? How many times did she have to hear it? (Three thousand six hundred times, she had estimated. Give or take.)


She walked to Jess’s, the twelve big steps along the concrete hallway that used to be sixteen steps when they were little. The metal screen door was open, the coffee ready. Jess’s parents, both cleaners at the local public hospital, were working early shifts and long gone.


“Your mum would kill you,” Vân Ước said, nodding at the open door.


Jess shrugged. “She’s not happy unless I’m giving her something to kill me about.” She handed over the coffee in a tall glass. “How was IB day one?”


Vân Ước took a sip. Instant, mixed with a heap of condensed milk and some boiling water. A Vietnamese specialty. A great heart starter for the walk to school. It made you fly on a little cloud of sugar and caffeine. One of the many off-curriculum things she had learned at Crowthorne Grammar was that instant coffee was a crime, a hideous faux pas. If you didn’t pay four bucks and have someone else make it for you, it wasn’t coffee. They didn’t know what they were missing.


“Eck—the usual. More work than I signed up for,” she said, thinking, IB had started weirdly. With Billy Gardiner talking to me after school. She wouldn’t tell Jess about that until she’d figured it out. “How’s year eleven going?”


“Same. All they’ve done basically is tell us it’s more work than we realize and we’d better work like we mean it from day one if we want to compete blah-dy blah…”


Jess’s school—Vân Ước’s old school—offered the standard year eleven and year twelve Victorian Certificate of Education program. Crowthorne Grammar offered VCE plus an alternative, encouraged for the smarter students: the IB program. It was crazy that Vân Ước had won a scholarship to Crowthorne Grammar in year nine and Jess hadn’t. Their scores all through school had been pretty much on par. They switched first and second place in most of their subjects. The irony was that Vân Ước—she realized later—got the scholarship because she was so sure she wouldn’t. Because of that sudden conviction, she had spoken freely in her interview about what she thought of the current state of politics and society, and her intention to study art eventually, and what her plans were for her art portfolio over the next few years.


Jess had given the more standard, well-behaved answers that they’d been trained to give at scholarship coaching, and she didn’t get one. A scholarship. She wasn’t lying when she said she was happier to stay where she was at Collingwood Girls Secondary College. And Vân Ước half wished she were still there, too. But the awful truth was that Vân Ước had made her parents happy and proud, and Jess had disappointed hers and caused them to lose money when the coaching didn’t pay off. The old joke was that the Asian “fail” was an A-, but in truth the Asian fail was not getting a scholarship. Vân Ước also had what the girls called the “oboe advantage,” playing one of the more obscure instruments for orchestra. It had only been chosen for her because her father had found the instrument sleeping in its crimson-lined case in a pawn shop on Bridge Road for twenty dollars. Jess was just one more violinist.
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Along Albert Street the shops were opening, and footpaths being washed clean of late-night vomit and early-morning dog pee. It was Thursday, so all the restaurants with toilets out the back would already have locked those doors. Government benefits payment day was also look-for-a-handy-place-to-hit-up day.


“Vân Ước, Jessicaaa!” The girls stopped at the doorway from which the screaming had come. It was Liên Luu from their block. She managed a bakery, the sort that had an improbably large selection of sweet and savory bread products, and—lucky day—she had a couple of misshapen fruit buns to give away. Liên Luu was also the auntie of cool Henry Ha Minh, of Henry Ha Minh Rolls fame.


The two girls walked and talked and chewed their way past the security-grilled, graffitied, and bilingually signed tailors, dry cleaners, two-dollar shops where most of the stuff cost more like five dollars, fishmongers, kitchen-supply places, huge grocers and electrical goods stores, and many “original” phở joints so beloved of Melbourne’s middle class.


Now, of course, second-generation Vietnamese kids had their upmarket witty designer versions of all this food at three times the price and away from the mini Saigons of Richmond and Footscray and Box Hill. Henry was one of them. Henry Ha Minh Rolls was on Chapel Street and always had a queue of people waiting outside. Vân Ước and Jess worked there on Saturdays making rice paper rolls or, if they were on the early shift, doing prep for making rice paper rolls.


The girls gave each other their standard two-way bro-knuckle farewell and went in opposite directions when they hit Punt Road.
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Lou stopped Vân Ước, wandering out to lunch after a morning of physics. Vân Ước had been hoping to bump into Lou or Michael, who, while not exactly friends, were certainly friendly toward her. They would never ignore her if she sat down in their vicinity at lunchtime.


“Are you coming to the thing?” Lou was reading from a handout. “The ‘How Can I Contribute to the Community?’ briefing?”


“I forgot.” Great. More work. This was a part of CAS—Creativity, Action, Service. It was a compulsory part of IB and sought to ensure all students were also fully rounded human beings. How much spare time did the IB curriculum developers think students had? They were kidding if they thought human, let alone humane, had a chance; there was barely enough time to be efficient study-bots.
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Lou had only come to Crowthorne Grammar in fourth term last year, a new girl for the Mount Fairweather outdoor education program, a boarding semester, located away from the city campus. In the space of one term, Lou had put herself into a position of strength in the pack, without seeming to try or to care. She had her own rung—or maybe she had her own ladder. She stood up for weaker animals. She had a moral platform. She had a super-high-kudos skill—singing. And she had some extra cachet thanks to having lesbian mothers. Which seemed to have been judged as cool.


When Vân Ước had told her about Lou, Jess actually whooped and air-punched at the lesbian-mother revelation, an unusual display of enthusiasm. Jess was a lesbian—or, as she preferred to describe herself, a lesbian-in-waiting.


She’d known she wasn’t straight since forever but believed to the tips of her toenails that there was no way she could come out to her parents until she left school and could support herself, because it was more likely they would get the locks changed than accept her sexuality. She was philosophical about it, seeing it for now as a generalized no-go zone rather than a cop-out, because she knew her parents would object to any brand of romantic attachment while she was at school.


The only thing Jess could imagine changing her parents’ view of the desirability of having a lesbian daughter was if Penny Wong (a hero to both the girls) one day became prime minister of Australia. Lesbian Asian prime minister might just tip the balance in Jess’s favor. But then again…
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“We can take our lunch in,” Lou said. “They’re getting us used to doing at least two things at once at all times for the next two years. Cheers, guys.”


About half of year eleven was settling in the main assembly hall, with high-volume chat and rustle. This vast space of high ceilings and long windows and good acoustics and a professional-grade stage also had a parquetry floor so smooth and deeply glossy that Vân Ước had promised herself a sock-skate alone in here one day before she left school next year.


She sat with Lou and Michael. On her other side was Annie, someone who lived in such a state of perpetual motion that sitting next to her meant shrinking inside the boundaries of your own space for fear of elbows, feet, and pen jabs, while Annie reliably exceeded her own allocation of space.


As Ms. King, who coordinated CAS and was also overall year-eleven coordinator, settled everyone down and started explaining the service component of CAS—eliciting groans as she laid down the law about needing to organize your volunteer schedule yesterday—Vân Ước was aware of greater-than-usual wriggle activity from Annie’s direction. As she turned to ask Annie to stop bumping her, she found herself face-to-face with Billy Gardiner, who’d apparently swapped seats with Annie. He gave Vân Ước a satisfied smile and leaned in to look at her lunch.


“Yum,” he said, helping himself to one of her mother’s little stuffed omelets, a first-week-back treat. “Delicious!” he said, mouth full. “Did you make these?” He looked at the spilling coriander and chicken and bean sprouts as though the omelet were the subject of an intense forensic investigation. “What’s in here?”


Vân Ước felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment. She had not sat down expecting to be the subject of one of Billy Gardiner’s mean jokes. Was he about to spit the food out and pretend to be sick? She felt sick herself at what might be coming next. She covered up the rest of her lunch.


Lou, seeing what was happening, leaned forward, speaking into Vân Ước’s silence. “Quit stealing food!”


“Not stealing, swapping,” Billy said, opening a grocery-size paper bag. “What would you like?”


He put the bag on Vân Ước’s lap and rummaged about, pulling out a container of strawberries that he waved under her nose. She shook her head, eyes forward, dreading the inevitable punch line, where she’d become the butt of his joke, or perhaps the recipient of a nasty nickname. What had she done to deserve his attention? He was elbowing her now. “How about… a homemade muesli bar?” She shook her head again, determined not to look at him. More rummaging. “Orange cake?” Vân Ước squirmed sideways, closer to Lou, pushing Billy’s lunch bag from her lap. “Okay, you got it—chicken schnitzel and coleslaw focaccia… halves?” He produced a massive slab of a sandwich and offered it to Vân Ước. She turned away. “I mean, there must be something here you like. An apple? What sort of food do you like?”


“Leave her alone, Gardiner,” said Michael from two seats away.


“I’m just trying to share,” Billy said.


“Tune in, please, year elevens,” Ms. King was saying.


Billy leaned in so he was almost touching Vân Ước’s face. She braced herself. Here it came, the punch line. “You know her name’s Jo, right?” Billy was nodding to the front of the room. His blue eyes shone with the silliness of the revelation—that miraculously had nothing to do with her. “Joanne. Jo King. True story.”


She risked meeting his glance for a second. Nothing but his wide, mischievous smile, directed at her with no apparent malice. This made no sense. Billy Gardiner did not initiate conversation or crack jokes with the Vân Ước Phans of the world.


“What about your name, Vân Ước—what does that mean? What’s the translation?”


“Cloudwish.”


“Cloudwish? Cloudwish. That’s so cool. And unusual. Is it, like, a family name, or what?”


He was waiting for a response. He had to be taking the piss. Didn’t he realize most names meant something? His name, William, for instance, meant “helmet.” Tragic that she’d looked it up. She gave herself a mental shake and looked around for one or more of his friends laughing on the sidelines. The dare, the bet, won. Pretend like you’re friends with the povvo Asian chick.


She tuned back in to Ms. King without giving him an answer.


“Now, for anyone without work lined up, can we have some brainstorming—some networking—hands up—sharing some ideas, please, for where we might look for work.”


A couple of reluctant hands went up.


“Visiting old people.”


“Children’s hospital.”


Annie’s hand shot up. “Refugees!” she said, obviously relieved to have thought of something. She leaned across Billy to Vân Ước, looking mortified. “OMIGOD, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean you.”


Billy bristled. “Vân Ước’s not a refugee, you retard; she’s Australian.”


Lou bristled. “Can you not use ableist language, Billy?”


Annie bristled. “I said I didn’t mean her.”


Vân Ước bristled. “There’s nothing wrong with being a refugee.”


They were all confused. The roles were muddied. What on earth, Vân Ước wondered, was she doing speaking out like that? She, the silent one. Sounding so bossy. And what was Billy Gardiner doing defending her?


“Billy, Vân Ước, Lou, Annie—you can stay and pack up chairs when we finish, thanks,” said Ms. King.
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“Great. This is the thanks I get for thinking of the refugees,” said Annie, slamming another chair onto the pile and looking at Vân Ước. “Sorry. Again. It’s just I wouldn’t mind having ten minutes of my lunchtime. Have you guys got your volunteer stuff organized?”


“A couple of maybes, but nothing interesting,” said Lou.


Billy picked up four chairs as though they were feathers. “Me neither. Only thing on offer is crunching data on my father’s research project. Which I’d rather blow off my own balls than do.” Billy’s father was a high-profile doctor involved in developing new treatments for melanomas.


“What I really hate about it is that I know for sure a whole lot of people will fake at least half their hours, and suckers like me will actually be doing the work,” said Annie.


“Do you know what you’re doing?” asked Lou.


“I’m trying to get onto a coastal revegetation program,” said Annie. “Who knew you’ve got to beg to be allowed to help places?” She crashed another chair onto the pile. “And I’m only marginally eligible for IB, so I’m basically screwed from day one.” Annie had just scraped into the program, but her parents had promised the school she’d lift her game academically if they let her in.


“What about you, Vân Ước?” asked Lou.


“I’m working at a tutor program for kids whose parents have English as a second language.”


“Oh, I’d love to do that—do they need anyone else?”


Vân Ước hesitated. Someone like Lou would be fantastic to have at homework club, but if she encouraged her to come along, she’d be breaking one of her golden rules: keep school life and home life separate.


“It’s pretty grotty. Very noisy. Mostly kids from the East Melbourne public housing apartments.” Kids like her, actually. It was thanks in part to her weekly sessions with her tutor, Debi, that Vân Ước was as well-read, with as good an English vocab, as anyone else in her class.


“When is it?” asked Billy.


“Fridays at five o’clock.”


“And what’s the deal?”


How to describe the heaving bustle that somehow sorted itself into shape every week? “About two hundred kids and about two hundred tutors meet at the St. Joey’s church hall and sit around tables, and for an hour the tutors help the kids with their homework. Or schoolwork in general. Or life in general. Sometimes the mothers come and get help, too. All the kids get a snack and a juice box. The ones who need a lift get bused back to the apartments that are farther away.”


“Sounds excellent,” Billy said. “And it’s my only training-free afternoon—I can do it, too.”


“Yeah, only you weren’t invited yet,” said Lou, rolling her eyes at Vân Ước. “Despite being an entitled white male, you do still need the occasional invitation.”


“I can come, can’t I?” Billy looked at Vân Ước beseechingly. “Please let me.”


Vân Ước, Lou, and Annie looked at him. What was going on with that?


“I’ll ask,” said Vân Ước reluctantly. “You can’t just show up, though. You need to get a Working with Children check.”


“Okay, well, let me know, Vân Ước,” said Lou. “I’d love to do it if they need someone. I’m happy to tutor any subject, any age group.”


“Me too,” said Billy.


She was so used to Billy Gardiner mocking, joking, and generally doing anything to get a laugh that it was difficult to believe he was being serious.
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Vân Ước headed home down the Punt Road hill, along the river toward Church Street, and across the bridge, stopping halfway to peer into the murky Yarra waters and up over the city skyline. Instead of listening to French dialogue exercises on her iPod, she spent the whole time trying to work out the Billy Gardiner puzzle.


Her first assumption was the only logical conclusion—he must have some well-planned torment in mind for her. No payoff today. He was holding back. Her skin crawled uncomfortably. She stopped, shifted the weight of her bag into a more comfortable position on her back, and pushed her bangs sideways. An elaborate high-stakes bet to try to convince her that he liked her—with a publicly humiliating punch line on the horizon? Like the prom-night-pickup, egg-throwing flashback scene in Never Been Kissed. That looked like it really hurt. The best thing she could do was avoid him. She was nothing if not practiced at keeping a low profile.


She examined one of the small proofs that Billy Gardiner had a (well-hidden) heart. Last term at Mount Fairweather, she’d accidentally overheard him speaking to his sister. She knew it was his sister because he’d said sister call to Ben Capaldi later in the day when Ben asked. Every phone call at Mount Fairweather was newsworthy, because they were so strictly limited.


Vân Ước had been cleaning and packing up her oboe, and he must have been leaning against the wall right outside the practice room, speaking on the school office phone, which you weren’t supposed to take out of the office. Rules and Billy! She was too shy to open the door and walk out past him, so she stayed put. His sister had obviously broken up with a boyfriend. And Billy was… perfect. He was supportive and affectionate. He listened. He acknowledged her feelings but was confident she’d feel better before too long. He reminded her of the importance of eating chocolate and watching some Gilmore Girls and Veronica Mars. And he ended the call by saying, I always knew the guy was a douche, which, she could tell, made his sister laugh, because he started laughing, too, and said, That’s more like it. And he said, Call me again anytime. And he said, I love you, okay?


She trudged along Albert Street. It also had to be said that Billy Gardiner was smart. The kind of smart that bugged teachers. He appeared to be paying no attention but then could answer questions designed to catch him out. He seemed to divide his concentration with no apparent effort.


The heat of the asphalt footpath burned through the soles of her shoes. Occasional delicious wafts of coriander and garlic and lemongrass floated from restaurant doors. She weaved her well-known course, giving the junkies a wide berth, her private-school uniform being a got-some-spare-change-love magnet, and saw someone she knew at least every few blocks all the way home.


Walking onto the grounds of the apartments, she admired the familiar long shadow her building cast into the end of the hot afternoon.


Great. Nick Sparrow and his friends were on the playground. Most little kids were already inside for dinnertime. And the ones who weren’t buzzed off anyway when the big boys came into their space.


“Chick-ay—chickee, chickee. Chick-ay! Lady want some D?” Nick grabbed his crotch and gyrated his hips.


Really? She really had to listen to Nick Sparrow doing a B-grade street thug impersonation from some American crime show? In broad daylight—on her own turf? She looked to see exactly who was with him. Matthew Tr[image: char]n and three other boys she knew from West Abbotsford Primary School. Normally she would have treated them as invisible and walked on. Was it that she was finally in year eleven, the end of school and the beginning of life in sight? Or that she was discombobulated by the bizarre Billy Gardiner treatment? She did not lower her eyes and walk on. She would not let them make her feel uncomfortable. She willed herself to say something. Say anything—now. Right now would be a good time. Put these dummies in their place.


Nothing came out.


She turned as crisply as she could on the tanbark and walked off, hoping she at least looked as angry as she felt. Even if she hadn’t managed to open her mouth. What had stopped her from saying something? As she walked into the building’s lobby, she felt that she’d let the whole team down: herself, Jane Eyre, and Debi.


[image: Orn]


The overlocker was thumping away in her parents’ bedroom. Her mother did three or four days a week of piecework sewing these days, which was like semiretirement compared to when Vân Ước was little. It was baby onesies again, she could tell by the pale blue fabric fiber on the kitchen bench where her mum had unpacked and counted the precut garments. Vân Ước grabbed an apple and headed into her room for a couple of hours of homework before dinner.


She and her tutor, Debi, had read Jane Eyre at homework club, starting at the beginning of year eight. It felt way too hard at first. The vocab! She still had her lists. Cavillers, moreen, lamentable, letter-press, promontories, accumulation, realms, vignettes, eventide, torpid, hearth, crimped, stout, dingy, lineaments, visage, gorged, bilious, bleared, sweetmeats, morsel, menaces, inflictions, mused, tottered, equilibrium, rummage, tyrant, pungent, predominated, subjoined… and that was just the first chapter. The feeling of panic, of ignorance, of despair at ever mastering this truckload of indigestible words! They were not words she heard at home. She was the only one in the family who was ever going to read books like Jane Eyre.


Debi’s face lighting up as Vân Ước read the first line—There was no possibility of taking a walk that day—was still a vivid memory. Nothing was as contagious as Debi’s enthusiasm for reading.


“I am a complete nut for this book,” Debi had said. “My year-eight teacher made us write a chapter-by-chapter summary, and it was a good thing. It made me feel that I owned the book. I knew it inside out.”


Vân Ước decided that she, too, would get to know the book inside out. And something miraculous happened when they were about a quarter of the way through reading it. After weeks of plowing and hesitating, something clicked; she stopped stumbling over the unknown words and long sentences. Words magically started to reveal meaning, most of the time anyway, through context. And the sentences themselves stopped being obstacles and started telling a story. Her eyes were racing ahead; she was comprehending the shape and the rhythm of the language. She was cheering Jane on, and dying to know what would happen next. She suffered all Jane’s indignities and humiliations and, in the end, triumphed with her.
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