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THE YEAR-TWELVE STUDENTS threw curious glances at the new girl as the class filed into the room, but nobody made an effort to greet her. The boys headed straight to the back, and the girls continued their conversations as they claimed seats, giving no indication that Alex was welcome to join them. Letting her brown hair swing forward around her face, Alex made her way to the far side of the room where a desk with a peeling laminate top sat apart from the others.


The scraping of chairs quieted as the class settled and the young dark-haired teacher with big round glasses squared his shoulders and turned to write ‘Mr Johnstone, Fundamentals of Maths, Year 12, Term 1’ across the top of the whiteboard.


He faced the students and cleared his throat, trying to get their attention. The talking continued, but he pressed on. ‘Welcome back. This might be the general maths class but we still have a lot of material to cover, so I’m going to need everyone’s full attention.’


But the teacher’s words hardly registered as the students eagerly – and with increasing volume – caught up after the holidays.


‘Exams are not until the end of the year, but you’ll need to start taking notes now,’ Mr Johnstone said. ‘This gives you an idea of what we’ll be covering.’ He motioned to the board where he had written up the year’s curriculum and began to read aloud. Alex could barely hear him over the noise of the other students, and her focus quickly drifted away from Mr Johnstone, maths and her new classmates.


When her dad broke the news that he had received a research grant at a prestigious hospital in the United States, and that she would be moving from her hometown of Sydney to live with her aunt in a little coastal town in Queensland to finish her last year of school at Cootharaba High, Alex hadn’t been too bothered. She’d let herself fantasise that her new-girl status might give her an air of mystery, and maybe even some of the popularity that had never quite been within her reach at her old school. Although she’d miss her friends, she had tried to focus on the excitement of a fresh start. But as her first class dragged on and not a single student tried to strike up a conversation, her heart sank. This was clearly a tight-knit group of students who had chosen their friends years ago, leaving little room for anyone new.


Glancing around the classroom, Alex also realised that her neatly ironed, brand-new uniform was totally out of place. The other students wore their olive polo shirts untucked, their striped shorts or skirts crinkled; and Alex was pretty sure she was the only girl in the class whose skirt hadn’t been shortened to barely skim the knee. Uniform rules clearly weren’t as strict as they had been at her previous school. Here the girls personalised their uniforms, altering them to fit as they wanted, whereas Alex felt as if her uniform wore her, hanging off her short, square frame.


Mr Johnstone cleared his throat loudly again, and the class hushed briefly as he explained the exercises he’d assigned them. Although she’d never been an especially good student, particularly when it came to maths, Alex knew she wouldn’t have any trouble keeping up, having already covered this topic at her old school.


So, instead of copying out the sums from the board, she opened her empty notebook to where a flyer sat, tucked away between the pages. Positioning a hand to hide the advertisement from the rest of the class, she re-read the short description that sat under a black-and-white photo: 18 foot yacht for sale – A solid boat with a lot of potential. This well-kitted-out yacht comes with a full set of racing sails and extensive safety equipment. A spot of new paint and modern deck fittings will see this gem shine again.


Alex tried to hide her smile; even the thought of being back out on the water made her feel happy. Moving from Sydney had been hard for many reasons, but one of the biggest was leaving behind her friends at the yacht club. Ever since Alex’s mum died of breast cancer when she was only two years old, her dad had worked obsessively to find a cure for the disease. So, while her dad spent his weekends at the university lab, Alex spent hers at the local yacht club, where her love for sailing and boats grew. She wondered just how much work this little boat would need; the word ‘potential’ was never an encouraging one to find on a sales advert, but nonetheless she kept smiling as she folded away the paper between the pages of her notebook.
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Alex walked out into the sunshine at lunchtime, still no closer to making friends. She didn’t usually worry about what other people thought of her, but she knew how pathetic she would look if she ate alone. Not feeling bold enough to invite herself into any of the sitting groups of friends, she found herself aimlessly wandering the tree-lined school campus until the bell rang to signal the return to classes.


When she had arrived at school that morning, the small buildings and eucalypt forest had struck her as friendly, but as the day wore on and she still hadn’t exchanged more than a few words with any of her new schoolmates, Alex began to worry. The grey weather mirrored her feelings, with light rain falling as she headed to her last class of the day. In the final half-hour of history, she found herself again examining the flyer of the yacht for sale. The only contact details provided were a name, John, and a mobile phone number. She resolved to go and inspect it that afternoon. Ever since she’d passed her driving test she had been saving up to buy a car, but maybe a boat was what she needed – something to distract her from what looked like it was going to be a long, lonely year at school.
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Alex walked down a dock that sat out over the dark tea-tree-coloured waters of Lake Cootharaba. John, from the flyer, had offered to meet her right away, and she hadn’t had time to change out of her school uniform, which was now damp from the sprinkling rain.


A grey-haired man was waiting for her at the end of the dock, his face darkening when he saw her uniform. He introduced himself as the local boat broker and shipwright.


‘Bit young to be buying a boat, aren’t you, love?’ he asked.


Alex frowned, and John – with clear reluctance – led her down a narrow section of the marina where he pointed out the boat from the flyer. The little yacht was covered in bird poo and draped in rotting sail covers, but under the years of neglect Alex could see that the yacht had pretty lines.


John looked down at her, still frowning. ‘This boat needs work,’ he told her. ‘Not work for a kid like you.’


Alex tried not to roll her eyes; if only he knew half of what she had learned at the yacht club in Sydney. ‘Can you unlock the cabin?’ she asked. ‘I’d like to take a closer look.’ Climbing aboard, she found that it looked no better on the inside: at the front of the cabin were small bunk beds that doubled as a lounge with dirty grey cushions, and to one side sat a tiny galley that reminded her of the kitchen playset she’d had as a kid, except here the varnish was flaking from the fixtures. Deeper in the cabin she found a tiny bathroom and another bunk that looked just as neglected.


The rain was falling more heavily when Alex emerged a few minutes later. Waiting impatiently on the dock, John looked cranky. ‘I think it’s time that we wrap up this little adventure, young lady.’


Alex pretended she hadn’t heard him as she climbed around the deck, noticing the peeling stickers on the cabin top that told her that the yacht’s name was Indigo Blue. It suited the little boat’s round lines, she thought with relief, because sailors’ superstition said it was bad luck to change a boat’s name.


She took her time, enjoying John’s growing frustration as she made a list in her mind of the improvements she’d need to make, and what they might cost. Then, when she was ready, she looked up at him.


‘I’ll take her.’
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Half an hour later Alex met John at what he had described as an office but turned out to be not much more than a shed. She sat patiently on an upturned crate while he prepared the paperwork. She knew she was being reckless, that the boat might need work beyond her skills and meagre budget, but she was looking forward to the challenge.


Finally, with the documents signed, he handed her a wad of water-damaged manuals, the boat’s logbook and a key with a small float attached to the key ring. In return, Alex handed over the cash she’d been diligently saving for a car. Thankfully the town was small and most things were within walking distance; a car would just have to wait.


She headed straight down the jetty, excited to officially own the little yacht. She intended to open every locker, pull up every floorboard and see what equipment was on board – but instead, she sat on the tiny bunk and wrapped an arm around the mast, savouring the idea that she now had an ally in the unfamiliar town, even if it was just one small, rundown boat.


It had begun to pour, and Alex heard a drip inside the cabin. She hunted around for the hole and placed a bucket under it. Now that she was up, she inspected the wiring, navigation equipment and locker full of damp books. She neatened the cabin as she went, slowly realising the enormity of the job ahead of her.


A strong musty smell escaped when she opened one of the sail bags stored at the front of the boat; it obviously hadn’t been touched in a very long time. She’d have to lay the sails out to inspect them properly but from what she could see they were old and worn, nothing like the crisp new sails she was used to back in Sydney.


When the rain slowed and the sun began to set, Alex locked the boat’s cabin and headed back up the dock and through the empty streets of Boreen Point. She reached the top of the hill as the last of the light disappeared, leaving her to struggle with the unfamiliar latch of her aunt’s gate.
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Opening the front door of the little wooden cottage not far from the lake, Alex found her Aunt Robin standing over the kitchen stove, huge hoops swinging wildly from her ears as she tossed vegetables in a wok. ‘Hello Alex, dear,’ Robin called across the room over the blaring sounds of both the stereo and the TV.


It seemed to Alex that if her aunt liked a piece of jewellery or clothing, nothing stopped her from wearing it along with every other item she had, all at once if necessary. She certainly didn’t seem worried that almost every outfit she owned clashed with her bright red curly hair. And Robin’s house mimicked the way she liked to dress: the living room was loud, messy and a riot of mismatched colours and patterns. Alex’s dad had always strived for order and minimalism in their house, so the chaos of his sister’s place left Alex feeling slightly on edge.


Adding her shoes to an already overflowing shoe rack, Alex made straight for the stereo, turning the volume down. ‘Can I help?’ she asked.


‘No, dear,’ Robin said. ‘You must be worn out from all the excitement. Old Geoffrey from the general store tells me you bought a boat today!’


Alex perched herself on one of the kitchen stools, her stomach growling from her missed lunch, and marvelled at how fast news travelled in the tiny town. Watching her aunt work, Alex wished that she’d inherited Robin’s height and long limbs, but she was short and stocky like her dad. The only family resemblance was the hazel eyes that she and her aunt shared.


Alex told her a bit about Indigo and Robin tried to ask questions but had never been very interested in boats and didn’t know what to say, so soon the conversation moved on to town gossip that meant nothing to Alex. Geoffrey had recovered from his hip operation; Maggie had opened a craft shop; Barney had taken on an apprentice. She tried to keep up with the names, but her thoughts drifted to how beautiful Indigo Blue would look fixed up and under full sail.


‘How was school?’ Robin asked as they sat down to eat.


Alex shrugged, a sense of dread settling over her as she recalled her less-than-successful day at making new friends. ‘It was okay, I suppose.’


Robin didn’t seem bothered by Alex’s reluctance to talk, talking enough for both of them through dinner, overwhelming her with even more unfamiliar names. Alex wasn’t used to having such a talkative companion. Dinner conversation with her dad was usually limited to brief descriptions of their days, and that was if he was home at all. He would often work late, reheating the meal she would leave for him in the fridge, long after she headed to bed. For the first time since she moved here, Alex felt something close to contentment come over her. Sure, her life had been thrown into disarray, and her new school was pretty much the worst, but when she thought of Indigo Blue bobbing away at the marina, she couldn’t help but feel better about it all.
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THE SCHOOL BUS arrived in a cloud of exhaust fumes on Tuesday morning. Alex warily climbed aboard and headed down the aisle. A few of the students made eye contact, and a dark-haired girl with pale skin and big blue eyes offered a hesitant smile when Alex grabbed the back of her seat as the bus lurched off up the hill. Alex’s heart leapt at the small gesture, but her gloomy mood came crashing back down as she passed a blonde girl who unapologetically looked her up and down, her eyebrows rising as if in amusement.


As she found an empty seat, she heard giggles and whispers about ‘the new girl’ from the blonde and her companions. Heat rising in her cheeks, Alex tried not to listen. She put on her best emotionless expression and stared out the window for the rest of the trip, pretending she was too cool to be bothered by any of them.


But when the first class of the day followed the same pattern – Alex sitting alone – she began to think that she would never make a friend here. So, as she headed to English, she resolved to be brave and talk to anyone who gave her even the slightest opportunity.


Trying to smile as she walked into the classroom, Alex was relieved to see the dark-haired girl from the bus sitting in the front row. She took the seat beside her, but the plan to introduce herself was dashed when their stern-faced English teacher rapped her knuckles against her desk and called for silence.


Ms Ericson set them to work reading Australian bush poetry, then had them write an analysis on what Alex thought was the longest, most obscure poem in the whole book. She struggled through, trying to remember the right names for poetry techniques, while the dark-haired girl scribbled furiously beside her, earning a compliment from the teacher at the end of the class.


When the bell rang and the students scrambled to the door, Alex hung back.


‘I’m Alex.’


‘Sophie,’ the dark-haired girl responded with a shy smile as she tried to close a messenger bag bursting with books. ‘You’re new, right? Robin from the art gallery’s niece?’


‘Yeah, that’s me.’ Alex waved towards the school grounds out the window. ‘This place isn’t even that big and I’m still pretty lost.’


‘I can show you around a little, if you want,’ Sophie suggested. ‘I usually read at recess and lunch but you’re welcome to join me.’


Sophie led her across the oval, pointing out the different buildings as they went, ending up at a shady tree at the back of the school. A scrawny boy wearing glasses – introduced as Henry – and a curvy redhead – Anna – soon joined them, but lunch was pretty quiet as Henry, Anna and Sophie read and worked through their assignments. Impressed by their dedication but not really wanting to think about homework already, Alex watched the other students on the oval: a group of boys kicking a ball while the girls sat chatting on small graffiti-covered stands, watching the boys.


‘So, how come you’ve moved here?’ Sophie asked as she bookmarked her textbook at the end of a chapter.


‘My dad had to move away for work and my aunt offered to have me stay.’


‘What about your mum?’ Sophie asked.


‘She died when I was two,’ Alex replied simply, giving Sophie a small smile when she saw her new friend look embarrassed.


‘How come you didn’t move with your dad?’ Henry asked.


‘He had to go to the US. A special research project in Boston. The school system is pretty different there and he’s going to be really busy, so he wouldn’t have any time for me.’


Sophie’s expression turned from embarrassed to sympathetic, and Alex quickly continued, ‘He’s a pathologist, and they think that the work he’s doing with the scientists in Boston will lead to a significant breakthrough in breast-cancer treatment. It’s really important work.’


But her explanation was cut short by the sound of approaching voices. ‘Good to see the new girl’s found some friends,’ the blonde girl from the bus said to her companions as they came to a stop, standing over Sophie, Henry, Anna and Alex.


‘I’m Naomi,’ she told Alex, and the other girls chimed after her.


‘Bonny.’


‘Alice.’


‘Jonty.’


‘I’m Alex,’ she said, offering a cautious smile.


‘Well, we’ve come to officially welcome you to Cootharaba High,’ said Naomi, glancing at Sophie and her friends dismissively. ‘I was going to suggest you try out for the netball team; I’m the captain.’ She pointed to the badge pinned to her chest. ‘All the girls play netball here, but it looks like you might be more the bookish type if you’re hanging out with these guys.’


‘Thanks, I’ll be fine,’ Alex started to say, but Naomi and the others had already left, tossing their hair as they went.


Alex turned to Sophie. ‘Thinks she runs the school, that one.’


‘But she does,’ Sophie replied seriously. ‘I mean, there’s the school captains, but everyone knows it’s Naomi who’s really in charge; she was even voted captain but turned it down. She said it was so she could focus on her netball, but I think she realised how much actual work was involved.’ Sophie started to pack away her books as the bell sounded faintly across the field. ‘I just can’t wait to go to uni next year,’ she mumbled, ‘to get away from her.’


As they headed to the last class of the day, it dawned on Alex that the brief interaction on the back field had cemented her place in the school hierarchy. It wasn’t the lofty position she’d hoped for, but she was surprised by how little this worried her; she already felt loyal to her new friends.


She was also surprised by how quickly she fell into a routine over the next few days. She’d take a seat beside Sophie on the ride to school each morning and read as the driver wrestled the old bus up the hills to school. She spent lunchtimes under the tree with her friends, and much of her classes daydreaming about fixing up Indigo so she could sail her out across the lake. She hadn’t told anyone at school yet about buying the boat – partly because they spent most of their lunchtimes quietly reading, but also because it was nice to have something that was just hers, for a little while. The last hours of Friday afternoon dragged by as she eagerly awaited the weekend and her chance to make a start on Indigo’s extensive job list.
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Saturday morning dawned fine, but Alex noticed clouds gathering on the horizon as she headed down to the marina, and she hoped the forecast rain would hold off so she could get some real work done. After stopping at the general store to buy cleaning materials she set to work scrubbing every inch of the boat, inside and out, as well as throwing away the old mouldy cushions and any corroded equipment that was beyond repair.


Robin brought rolls and homemade lemonade down to the marina at lunchtime, and they ate on the dock with their feet dangling in the water. Alex looked on, embarrassed, as Robin struck up conversations with passing boat owners and families wandering the dock, loudly telling them all, ‘It’s my niece’s new boat, a good project she’s got herself.’


Alex couldn’t deny she was a little proud of the surprised expressions on their faces when they realised that she was the boat’s owner. After lunch, Robin tried to help her with the repairs, but she soon acknowledged that she was just holding Alex up.


‘You really know what you’re doing here, don’t you?’ Robin said as the rope she’d tried to coil fell into a tangled heap at her feet.


Alex shrugged. ‘I’ve always liked tinkering on boats. I used to help the caretaker at the yacht club when Dad was late to pick me up after sailing. Then last year I told Dad I was thinking about doing a boat-builder’s apprenticeship. He was never late picking me up again and doubled my pocket money so I could “save for uni”.’


Robin laughed. ‘Yes, he might have mentioned that. You know your dad and I have never quite seen eye to eye – he doesn’t have a creative bone in his body, that one – but I promised him I’d make sure you’d stay on track in school; so as long as you keep your marks up, I’m happy to help you with anything you need. Although there doesn’t seem to be much I can do,’ she said as Alex quickly recoiled the rope Robin had struggled with.


‘Well, I did wonder if I could borrow your car. I need to take a few of these sails to a sailmaker for repairs.’


‘Of course, love, I’ll leave it here now. I could use the walk home,’ she said, handing over the keys to her old VW.


‘Thanks,’ Alex smiled, grateful that her aunt was so relaxed. Although Alex had passed her driver’s test with flying colours, her dad almost never let her drive his car.


When Alex pulled all the sail bags out of the front locker, she discovered that some of them were in worse shape than she’d thought. Full set of racing sails, ha, she thought, remembering the advert. Some of these wouldn’t even get me across the lake let alone around a race course.


So, she loaded all the sails into the little VW, squeezing the last one in and slamming the boot before it could tumble back out.
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Surrounded by low-hanging trees, the large corrugated-iron sailmaker’s loft sat on the lake’s shore a few kilometres from the edge of town. The door was open, so Alex walked in to find a large open space; pits with sewing machines were sunk into the ground and sails of all types hung from the walls.


‘Hello,’ she called out, and moments later an older man with ginger hair and a beard approached from the far side of the loft. He shook her hand firmly and said his name was Barney. Alex introduced herself and explained the condition of the sails.


‘We’d better take a look,’ he said, and she fetched the sail bags from the car. They spread the sails across the floor of the loft and Barney set about examining them. He ran his hands over the worn stitching, turned them over and tugged at the attached fastenings.


‘You’re going to need new hanks on the jib, and this mainsail’s seen better days,’ he told her. Alex appreciated that he wasn’t dumbing down his explanation and asked how much a new sail would cost. Barney scribbled in a notebook he pulled from his pocket before yelling, ‘Sam!’


A young man with a shock of sandy hair entered the loft from what Alex had assumed was an empty back room. He reminded Alex of a surfer, with broad shoulders and a triangular torso. He moved deftly, yet each step he took was careful, as if nursing an injury. But it was his face that really captured her attention; his nose was heavily freckled, his cheekbones sharply defined and his eyes oddly thin and angular.


He stopped beside Barney with a brief nod, a composed expression hiding his thoughts. Goosebumps broke out across Alex’s arms as his gaze met hers.


‘My apprentice, Sam,’ Barney introduced her and asked him to check the storeroom for light Dacron sailcloth. Sam walked back into the other room without a word and Alex suddenly noticed an intense salty smell. Must be Indigo’s old sails, she thought.


A few minutes later, with a quote for a new sail scribbled on a torn-out page of Barney’s notebook and instructions to return the following week, Alex left, throwing a quick glance back into the loft, where she saw Sam watching her intently from the open doorway with that same guarded expression.
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ARRIVING BACK AT the house, she found it dark and strangely quiet, without the usual blaring of the stereo and TV.


‘Robin?’ she called.


‘In here,’ came her aunt’s muffled reply. Alex walked towards her voice and found herself entering the enclosed verandah at the back of the house.


It was dimly lit except for the far end where Robin sat, a lamp illuminating an easel in front of her. Alex carefully stepped around stacks of empty canvases, paintbrushes overflowing from glass jars and the occasional framed picture. Robin sat with an unusually straight back, her unruly hair pulled back into a tight bun. Totally absorbed in her painting, she didn’t greet Alex as she came to a stop behind her chair.


Alex couldn’t quite decipher what she saw on the canvas in front of her: a rainbow of blues, waves maybe, and possibly fish scales. She watched as a blue swirl slowly formed a tail and then became a mermaid with long dark hair hiding much of her face. She knew Robin was a successful artist, but she’d never seen her paint like this. Robin was known for her chaotic abstract blurs, but this time every detail was vividly defined. Her aunt only stopped when the smear of blue paint on her palette ran out. She sat back, head on an angle, examining the painting.


‘Who is she?’ Alex found herself whispering in response to Robin’s uncharacteristic stillness.


‘A mermaid.’ Robin turned to face Alex with a cautious expression. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but seemed to change her mind and closed it again.


‘You know,’ Robin started again slowly, ‘there are rumours, local legends that merpeople once visited this lake. Old Geoffrey at the store, his family have lived in this area for a very long time … Apparently, his ancestors, some of the first settlers in this area, found a baby abandoned on the lake shore, a baby that grew a tail when dipped in bathwater.’


Alex raised her eyebrows sceptically, but Robin continued. ‘They raised him as their own, called him Jack. But one day, when he was fully grown he disappeared back into the lake, never to be seen again …’


Robin stood up to wash her brushes, still subdued in a way Alex had not seen her before.


‘The story has earned his family a reputation for being cuckoo, so Geoffrey tries to keep it quiet, shushes his old mother furiously when she brings it up.’


‘That doesn’t surprise me, it is a little far-fetched,’ said Alex.


This time, it was Robin who raised her eyebrows at Alex. But then she smiled and led the way to the kitchen, leaving her quiet mood behind and returning to her usual bubbly self, no further mention of merpeople made.
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Alex had to drag herself to school on Monday morning, wishing that she could head back to Indigo rather than face the monotony of classes. But, as if it were designed to torture her, the more she wished time would pass, the slower it seemed to. She was daydreaming of Saturday, when she could revisit the sail loft, not just to pick up the new sail so that she could finally get out on the water, but to see the mysterious sailmaker’s apprentice again.


She tried to pay attention in class but found that she kept flipping to the back of her notebook and updating Indigo’s job list and her repairs budget instead. That afternoon, when her teachers gave out the first big assignments of the term for art, history and English, Alex resolved to stop daydreaming and pay attention when she was at school, so that she could be totally guilt-free on her weekends with Indigo.
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