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My name is Penelope Thanatopoulos, which makes me unlikely to be seen around with Benjamin Thorpe, because that makes Pen and Ben. So uncool. Or Penny and Benny, which is worse. Like those books they bought me when I was little. Bib and Bub. Actually the books weren’t bad. But I didn’t want to be half of a grown-up Bib and Bub and, anyway, I don’t like Benny Thorpe. He’s so enthusiastic about things. He gets these ideas and nothing stops him. That’s how we ended up at the zoo, researching our careers project by being student keepers for a week. I knew it would mean sweeping out cages. And it did. So I don’t like Benny.

But that didn’t mean I wanted him to be hurt. He was sitting on a seat outside the finch aviary with a handful of blood-stained tissues, dabbing at his face. I leaned my broom on a fence. He grinned at me.

‘Just a flesh wound,’ he said.

‘What got you?’ I asked, taking over the dabbing. He cleaned his glasses on his t-shirt, leaving smears. His dad wasn’t going to be happy. Ben’s mum died when he was a baby and his dad does the housework.

‘Them,’ said Ben. ‘Ouch.’

The many-coloured finches were tiny, half a tablespoon of feathers and tweet. They were clinging to the wire, cheeping at us, like a very cross rainbow.

‘Don’t be silly, you look like you’ve done two rounds with a vulture.’ There were scratches all over his forehead. It looked like they were aiming for his eyes.

‘Birds get really picky about people looking at their eggs,’ he said. ‘An emu or a cassowary would have ripped my chest open, an eagle would have torn out my eyes and even a finch has a solid peck when it’s angry. I was just trying to count how many eggs there were when suddenly the world was full of feathers and little sharp claws. Thanks, Penny. I think I’ll live.’

‘Probably. Did they tell you to count finch eggs?’

‘No, I just wondered.’

I sighed. Half the trouble in the world is caused by people like Benny, who just wonder what will happen if they push the button marked ‘Do Not Press This Button’.

‘Come on,’ I said.

‘Where?’ Benny shoved back his soft black hair, which always falls over his forehead, put on his glasses, and picked up his broom.

‘Seal feeding,’ I said. ‘Hurry up. Mr Friend said I could feed the pups today.’

I love seals. I almost forgave Benny for getting me into this job, where I learned more about animal droppings than I needed to, because it introduced me to seals. I love their Labrador dog faces, I love their wire whiskers, I love their beautiful soft eyes and I love the way they swim. Most of all I love seal babies, with their little sharp puppy teeth and the adorable wriggly way they move on land.

I never minded picking up the litter and sweeping out the Southern Fur Seal observation tunnel, with the seals gliding past me with streams of bubbles along their backs. It made me think of Benny’s grandma’s stories about a woman from the Hebrides who turned into a seal when she entered the sea.

When we got to the seal pen I skidded to a stop. Rats. Kevin Friend was there first. He was Mr Friend’s son and Mr Friend thought he was brilliant. Everyone else thought he was a pest. He would mooch about the marine mammals, eating hot dogs and making remarks. He didn’t do any work but he stopped everyone else from working. He hated me because I told on him when I saw him teasing a sea lion with a hot dog. Mr Friend was angry with him for teasing the sea lion and also because it’s not clever to annoy something which weighs a hundred kilos and can take off your arm. Ever since, Kevin had followed me around, collecting litter to drop in my path, emptying rubbish bins onto the ground so I had to pick it all up, and calling me a wog.

He’d flunked out of school, so he was always there and he was bigger than me so he looked like being one of those things we have to bear, as Yaiyai says.

‘Look who’s here,’ he said to his father. ‘Miss Greece!’

I had my hair in a plait, my t-shirt had lion dung on it and my overalls were filthy. I looked away from Kevin’s mean, hot blue eyes and his scrubby blond hair and his stubbly chin and hated him for making me feel so ugly.

‘And with her,’ said Benny,‘is Mister America!’

He held up his broom and puffed out his chest. Benny’s smaller than me and as thin as a rake, and Mr Friend laughed. Kevin stomped off. I smiled at Benny. He had his uses.

‘Never mind about Kevin,’ said Mr Friend. ‘He’s got some mates now so he ought to be happier.’

I didn’t care if he was happy. I just wanted him to be somewhere else. Mr Friend gave me a bucket full of small silvery fish.

‘Three each,’ he instructed. ‘Watch out for the edge, it’s very slippery.’

For the next half hour I was very happy. The pups jumped and wriggled as they caught and ate their fish. They were orphans and in a couple of months they would be going back to the sea, so they had to learn to eat real fish. Benny walked out onto the platform and dropped live fish into the pool. He isn’t afraid of heights. When I had fed the last fish to the babies, he came down and we went to get changed to go home. I washed off the dirt and put on my own clothes.

‘I’m going swimming,’ I said as I joined Ben at the gate. ‘Want to come?’

‘Haven’t got my swimmers,’ he said. ‘We could go round by my place, though. It’s on the way. Why do you want to go swimming?’

‘I want to swim like a seal.’

Ben thought about this as we walked toward the tram.

‘It won’t work,’ he said, after deep thought.

‘Why not?’

‘Seals can close their nostrils,’ he replied. ‘Humans can’t.’

‘Aha,’ I said. I had thought of that.

‘What do you mean, aha?’

‘I’ll show you,’ I said. ‘When we get to the pool.’

He was about to argue about this, because Benny hates people not telling him things. It gives him an itch in the head, he says. Instead, he grabbed my arm and steered me to the side of the road.

‘We don’t need to cross yet,’ I said, pulling away.

‘Yes we do, because look who’s just ahead. With the others.’

Kevin Friend and two of his mates. I hadn’t seen the boy with the red cap before, though I’d know him again, and the other was our school bully, Darryl Lucas. He’s the big, strong, stupid sort of bully who pulls hair and tears books and whose idea of fun is to smash a bottle in the school swimming pool. He’d have been expelled over that but his dad paid for the clean-up. His dad is an Import-Export Company Director, whatever that is. I stopped resisting Ben and beat him across the road. I didn’t want to meet Darryl Lucas out of school hours. At least in school someone has some control over him.

They saw us, but the light changed. All they could do as we raced to the tram stop and leapt on the tram was to throw some stones and yell at us. Then they left because the tram driver got out and threatened to call the police.
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