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Chapter One


Tumble, twist, push! I exploded off the wall and for three or four seconds turned into a dolphin. Arms stretched out in front, probing ahead, reaching, feet trailing behind ready to burst back into action. My grey, white and blue bathers felt like a second skin.

All around me the sun was turning the pool into a huge liquid jewel. The only sound to reach my ears was a half-muffled buzz, the kind you’d expect to hear from a school of over-excited herring. I knew exactly how far it was to the other end — how many strokes, how many breaths. I’d been counting them mechanically for the last seven laps.

Bursting through the surface I pulled my right arm down hard, at the same time as winding my feet up again like Uncle Kevin’s new outboard. Suddenly I wasn’t a dolphin any more. I was Kate Broadbent, back in her happy place.

I turned my head to the side, sucked in a breath and caught a glimpse of the girl in the next lane. We were almost stroke for stroke and I wondered if I’d beat her. It wouldn’t really matter if I didn’t. The only person I really cared about beating was me. For Katie B it was all about the swimming — keeping the rhythm, controlling my body, staying long and gliding, being the best I could be.

Right arm, breath, left. Right arm, breath, left. Right arm, breath, left. We must have looked like two synchronised swimmers.

I glanced at the girl again, but this time I nearly forgot to breathe. A vision of what happened last time I’d competed had suddenly burst into my head. I’d panicked, lost my rhythm completely.

I forced myself to take a normal breath and reminded myself that this was different. This time there was no one relying on me. This was the 400 metres, not a team event. And Dad had promised to give me a break, and stop putting so much pressure on me too. It would be all right. It was just about the swimming.

Beneath me the black line ended in a ‘T’ and I knew I only had a stroke and a half to go. Arm over, stretch, touch. My wake overtook me and I let my feet sink to the bottom of the pool. When I stood up the crowd noise was deafening.

I turned and saw that the other girl had touched first. She had her arms in the air and an official was crouching behind her. I gave her a wobbly smile then searched nervously for my family.

There they all were, cheering like crazy, but not for the girl who’d won the race, for me. Dad gave me an excited thumbs up and pointed to the board. I looked up at my time. I’d beaten my personal best!

Tearing my goggles off, I lifted my face to the sun. Perhaps now I might go on to swim at the Olympics like everyone expected. Or perhaps I’d just keep on doing what I loved and never turn out to be a champion at all. Whatever happened, it was an incredible moment. That my family understood was the best part of all.
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Five days later I was still floating around the house and it was as though my good feelings were contagious. Whenever Melvin came over, which was at least five times a day, he’d punch me on the arm.

‘Hey there, Nemo,’ he said one day. ‘How’s the lucky fin?’

I rolled my eyes and rubbed my shoulder as if it had actually hurt, but that only made him pucker his lips like he was going to kiss it better. I had to shove him away before he could connect. He acted as though I was his annoying little brother, not his water-breathing cousin.

Mum was in the same kind of mood, not that she was ever in anything else. She’d been singing her favourite songs by Kylie, the Spice Girls and Britney Spears all week. Dad was so happy he’d taken to dribbling an imaginary soccer ball everywhere, passing everybody and showing off his skills.

He’d started winking at me again too. He couldn’t seem to get the silly grin off his face, but that was cool, this time he wasn’t pressuring me. I suspected he was actually pleased with himself. He’d got it right for once. He’d have to stop soon though, or it’d get annoying.

‘Where’s our Kate?’

The front door slammed and Tim Cahill himself came dribbling down the hall.

‘Katie B. There y’are girl.’

Dad headed an invisible soccer ball away and stood in my bedroom doorway, as excited as a five year old.

‘Want to come to the park, love? Kick the ball round for a while?’

I smiled and shook my head.

‘I’m going to the pool.’

His expression changed in front of my eyes.

‘Oh. Right then,’ he said. ‘Got to go and do your training? You little champion!’

I raised my eyebrows.

‘Daaaaad.’

‘Oh. Right.’ He shook his head. ‘Sorry, love. Can’t ’elp m’self.’

I smiled at him because he was doing his best and it’d only been a few weeks since our big blow up. You can’t expect the habits of a lifetime to disappear overnight, and on Saturday afternoon he had got it right.

‘Leave her in peace, Uncle Terry,’ came a voice.

Melvin stuck his head through the doorway this time, complete with red, spiky hair, a dazzling chain round his neck (he never went anywhere without his ‘bling’) and rose-coloured sunnies.

‘I’ll come and have a kick if you like.’

Now even Melvin was winking at me.

‘Good boy, Mel,’ Dad said, grinning again. He put his serious face back on for a moment.

‘Our Kate’s going to training anyway. Can’t interrupt that.’

Melvin rolled his eyes, turned Dad around and steered him gently back down the hall. As they left I heard him giving Dad another one of his pep talks.

‘Kate’s not off to the Olympics just yet, Uncle Terry. She’s only going over to the pool to do a few laps. It’s what she does all the time. It’s nothing earth-shattering …’

I could picture Dad’s face. He’d be listening to Melvin like he was explaining the secrets of the universe.

I shut my maths books. Today I’d actually managed to squeeze a bit of homework in before going to training.

Dad always thought he was doing the best thing by me. Though this wouldn’t have crossed my mind until recently. Gee, we’d come a long way since that terrible day six weeks ago.

Suddenly my stomach felt hollow and my cheeks felt like two rubbery, hard-boiled eggs. It was thinking about that nightmare swimming meet that had done it. I was never going to compete again, never even going to swim again. If only I’d listened to Mr Gilmore. I’d known the Dolphins’ coach hadn’t wanted me to do it. But what could you do when your Dad was standing there telling everyone he believed in you? And what could you do when, like most English migrants, he was afraid of the water and had no way of understanding what you even saw in swimming?

But there was no point in going over old ground. Grabbing my swimming bag I headed to the laundry for a towel. Mum and Dad’s door was open when I went past. Dad’s faded little Manchester United flag was jammed behind the dressing table mirror and Mum’s moulting red and white Manchester United pyjama puppy was lying limply on the bed. They were good reminders. It was best to focus on all the positives that had come from that one horrible experience — the stuff I learned about myself, the stuff my family learned about me, the stuff I learned about them.

All these years they must have felt like they’d brought the wrong baby home from the hospital, leaving behind their own loud, happy, fun-loving little soccer fanatic and picking up the baby that should have grown up belonging to that weird religious sect, ‘the quiet people’ — the people who found their inner peace doing endless laps down at the local pool.

Maybe spending a forty-degree Perth summer in Mum’s womb was what warped me. Perhaps I came out programmed to search for somewhere cool. Mum would have sent me enough subliminal messages. She still talked about what a shock it had been to be pregnant in Perth, Western Australia, after leaving winter in Manchester, England.

‘I thought I really was going to cook you,’ she liked to joke.

If there had been a mix up at the hospital I didn’t mind though. Not nowadays at any rate. I’d learned that no one could love stronger, or louder, than my amazing English soccer fan club of a family.

‘Get those old legs pumping, Uncle Terry!’

It was Melvin. The front door was open and I could hear him in the park across the road. It was amazing how quickly his accent was fading. Auntie Judy and Uncle Kevin had only been in Australia for a couple of years.

I checked my bag one last time — goggles, swimming cap, T-shirt, undies and board shorts — and zipped it up. I grabbed my mesh bag with all my wet swimming stuff from the laundry tub and gave it a shake.

As I headed out the laundry door I thought how, unlike Dad, Melvin always seemed to know the right thing to say. He’d have Dad all fired up and they’d have a happy twenty minutes or so, then Dad would come in and give Mum a big hug and ask her what gourmet treat she’d prepared for his dinner.

Mum was in the kitchen when I went down the hall, doing her famous Parmesan lamb cutlets. She had her new Miss Shop shirt and denim skirt on and she looked great, like a teenager.

‘Just off to the pool, Mum,’ I called out.

‘All right, love. Say hi to Mr Gilmore.’

She smiled and I turned and walked quickly out the front door, shutting it behind me. I headed down the path to the gate.

‘He swerves around Beckham, lines up the goal, and … yes! He scores!’

Dad was pulling his soccer shirt up over his head, about to do a blind aeroplane around my poor, long-suffering cousin. Melvin was standing there grinning, the sun reflecting off his incredible hair.

Waving to Melvin, I thought Mum would have chosen the colour of his hair dye carefully to complement the Manchester United shirt he always wore. Imagine that. Having to dye your nephew’s hair because your own daughter doesn’t care about how she looks.
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