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Chapter One


High school is something you suffer through, right? It is meant to be the absolute worst. This was what I told myself, taking a deep breath, each time I walked out of the classroom for lunchbreak.


The school became a Monopoly board at lunch. Where you could and couldn’t sit was revealed. The spaces were divided up and ranked. The popular group had access to the nice clean spaces, like the new wooden benches in the friendship garden. The cool sporty kids got access to the oval and the area around the basketball courts. The mid-tier kids sat on the benches outside the auditorium.


And then there were kids like me. I walked with a heavy heart across the school, past all the places I couldn’t be, couldn’t sit, couldn’t stop, towards the one place I could – over by the old art block, all the way on the other side, so cobwebby and unused people reckoned it was haunted. This was like a walk of shame. Some of the popular kids whispered in hushed tones to each other as I walked past and others quickly looked away. On a bad day like today, I didn’t know which was worse.


In the first week of high school I thought I was going to make the library my own but our very cranky librarian tapped me on the shoulder with her extra-long pencil, hissed and pointed to the sign ‘No food or drink in the library’. It was good while it lasted.


This morning in maths class, Ms Hall said, ‘I know it’s a particularly hard time for our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, let’s keep them in our hearts and minds.’ And I put my head down so she wouldn’t get me to speak. I didn’t have to though as Amber Riles always had something to say. Amber spoke without raising her hand and said, ‘Don’t treat us like we’re all the same, miss, and don’t ever speak for us.’


Ms Hall smiled but her jaw was tense. ‘Thanks, Amber. It’s great to have such strong Indigenous leadership in Year 7.’


In maths class, Amber and Gershon Sefo were always talking about cops and racism and using swear words while quoting lines by American rappers. Ms Hall tried to tell them not to swear but she often gave in, especially when Amber got her phone out and started filming.


Amber was school captain in our primary school, along with Calvin Shaw, and she still acted like she was school captain even though we were in Year 7 now, the babies of the school. She started making TikTok videos in high school and they became very popular. The teachers reckoned it would be an adjustment to go from primary school to high school but I didn’t know it would be like this. I went through the day feeling one of two feelings: like I was covered in fog and no one could see me or like everyone was looking at me, burning holes into me with their eyes.


As I walked, I could feel my juice box shake in my backpack. I knew exactly what I was having for lunch as I had packed it myself. OJ and a peanut butter roll. Not very exciting but when you’re hungry anything tastes good, as Mum said.


There were four of us – Amber, me and two other friends, Jamila and Jen – who used to be close, since Grade 1. In our lunchbreaks in primary school, Jamila brought tasty snacks, Jen came up with fun games, and Amber was strong and would never let anyone pick on us. Jen moved to South Australia while Jamila ended up going to another high school, the flash one in the city. Her parents said our school – Little Creek or LC – was too rough. I reckoned it was rough. I didn’t remember getting picked on as much in primary school – not as bad as here. This wasn’t a school that people talked about for good reasons, unless we made the regional finals in rugby league. The school didn’t have much money and the teachers always seemed annoyed at us for no reason. We hadn’t had a proper principal since I had been here and there were rumours that they couldn’t find anyone who wanted the job.


Jamila caught the bus to her new school and didn’t get home till almost eight pm, and on weekends she had mountains of study so we never got to hang out anymore. Our schools were totally different too. Hers seemed so much nicer and she had made a lot of new friends. I thought I was going to make new friends too.


I caught my breath as I walked past the auditorium where Amber was sitting cross-legged, in the middle of a sentence. I had caught a glimpse of her smiling and twirling her curly hair. One of Amber’s new friends whispered, ‘Hey, isn’t that … ?’ I walked quickly so as not to hear Amber’s reply.


Only a few months into high school, Amber deserted me. She decided she didn’t want to sit with me halfway through last term. We’d been inseparable since birth and I’ve always considered her my ride-or-die. We just knew each other so well, even though we have opposite personalities.


One cold day in May, when the arms of our jumpers didn’t seem long enough to block the wind, Amber took me aside and asked if we could walk to the school oval. When we got to the oval, we kept walking till we reached the patch of bush; and the smell of eucalypt cleared my lungs. We watched a football game from our vantage point on the hill and the longer time went on the more I felt dread about what Amber was going to tell me.


‘Just because we are cousins doesn’t mean we have to be best friends,’ she said in a matter-of-fact voice.


‘What do you mean?’ I said.


‘We will always be cousins but I’d rather sit with another group from now on.’


‘Did I do something wrong, cuz?’


‘Nah, you didn’t do anything wrong, Ruby,’ Amber flashed me a quick smile. ‘I’ll see you around.’


She was nice and normal enough about it that I didn’t feel like I could be upset. I just let it happen. But it stung heaps, and the sting just got worse. Every time I saw her at school she looked away when I passed her. It made me feel twisted up inside.


Amber now sat with Gershon and his friends. Gershon called himself a ‘triple threat’ as his heritage was Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and Pacific Islander. He was deadly at pretty much all sports, especially rugby league. He got bullied by some of the popular rugby boys who were jealous of him, but not so much since he won them a big game last week by scoring a try in the final minute. There were rumours that he was being considered for the senior high school team even though he was only thirteen.


Amber didn’t like it that I had told Nan that Gershon and her were maybe girlfriend/boyfriend. Nan thought we were too young to have girlfriends or boyfriends.


Gershon’s group were middle-tier, not outcasts like me but not the top popular kids like Zara Keller and her friends Gabby, Todd and Justin. All the popular kids picked on me, but Zara took on the lead role. Some mornings I would wake up from a bad dream and it was always Zara I remembered, her laugh, her sharp eyes, mocking me.


There were a couple of days in a school week when I could avoid Zara because we only had one class together this semester, English. But I saw her name everywhere on Quik, which is the app we had to use for schoolwork. She was constantly posting stuff about me on Quik and controlling who could see the comments. She would write comments to my classmates about how messy my hair was and how many pimples I had. She took secret photos of me in my torn second-hand clothing and posted them, including one from the day I got my first period and there was a patch of bright blood on my school skirt. Her posts got heaps of likes. It was like a spider web of interaction across my screen – a constant chatter. I couldn’t escape it.


To fit in at this school you couldn’t be too poor but you couldn’t be too rich either. You needed to have the same shoes and backpack as the popular kids. You had to be good at sports. You had to get lots of likes on your posts. You had to make jokes about the teachers. Basically, you had to be like everyone else.


Jamila found out about the bullying and asked me about it during the school holidays. I was so embarrassed that even people from another school were hearing about it, that it had gotten that far.


‘It’s not just me,’ I said. ‘I’m not the only one getting picked on.’


‘That doesn’t mean it’s okay,’ Jamila said. ‘Maybe you should report it?’


‘To who? The teachers? They don’t care.’


‘What about the English teacher you like? Ms Alvi?’


‘I’ll just get bullied worse for snitching. That’s what happened to Calvin Shaw. And Ms Hall might drag out another one of those anti-bullying exercises that never works and everyone would blame me for it. It’s so frustrating. I bet you don’t have Quik at your school.’


I wished I could get off the app but most of our schoolwork went through there so I had to use it every day. It held all our assignments, homework and group-work, and our class schedule.


I didn’t ever forget anything that was posted on the app, even if it was deleted afterwards. That was because I had a photographic or eidetic memory, something I only just recently found out. I thought everyone saw things like me. But what I had was actually pretty unusual. I could vividly recall images for a while after I had seen them. This was useful for schoolwork, like remembering big words in English class or chemical compounds in science. But on a day-to-day basis, it was a pain. I wished I didn’t have the mean words that Zara and her friends called me in my head.


I made it to the stairs of the art block to eat my lunch. Finally alone and at peace for a moment, I took a sip of orange juice and unwrapped my bread roll. The concrete stairs of the old art block were slightly damp but I had a good view from up here. I could see spiders forming webs in the roof of the building. I had never seen such big spider webs and every time I sat here I noticed new ones. Between the trees I could see all the way to the school oval. I could see a lot of people from here without them seeing me. It was a perfect place for writing.


I wrote poems and stories whenever I could. This started in English class at primary school and quickly became an obsession. It had gotten to a point where I also wrote secretly in other classes when I could, in a hidden back section of my exercise book. I didn’t usually write about myself. I wrote about other worlds and other realities.


I took out a draft of the latest issue of the comic Weird Goodbyes, which Amber and I had started in primary school. It was a comic about two mutant lizards who escaped from a lab and were on a mission to rescue other animals from the experiments of the evil humans. I used rocks to hold down the paper so it wouldn’t blow away. I pretended things were how they used to be and that Amber was sitting with me, and that we were making the story together. She was drawing the pictures and I was writing the text. My body started to relax.


I took a bite from my roll, which was a bit warm from being in my bag. It was then that I noticed another kid sitting alone. Jimmy Hill, floppy hair, lots of freckles. He was in the year above me. My nan knew him because she knew his mum and that’s how I knew who he was.


He was sitting on the ground in the middle of the walkway trying to tie his shoelaces, which had split. Hunched over, with his long fringe in his eyes, he looked sad and lonely, probably as sad and lonely as me. Part of me considered inviting him to join my little assortment of rocks and spiders. I imagined what it would be like to ask him over but I felt too shame. And it would be weird of me because we weren’t even in the same grade. I should be trying to make new friends in my own grade. So far the spiders by the stairs were my only friends in this place.


I had lost my best friend, my sister-cuz, Amber. It wasn’t so much sad as it was embarrassing, that she had decided I didn’t mean anything to her.
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