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PSST


CHEAP DATES WITH ANA: TOP 10 HOT GIRLS WITH EATING DISORDERS




Have we missed anyone? . . .


1. Bec Houghton


2. Sav Mueller


3. Jessie Ong


4. Calypso Steadman


5. Helen Pringle


6. Antonia Tucci


7. Meg Riley


8. Issy Spillane


9. Georgia Lucas


10. Maddie Vincent





hungryjackoff: srsly only chicks could be this stupid


Feminightmare: Hey, guess what, you idiot—eating disorders are not gender-specific. Publishing this list is creepy, slanderous, dangerous


hungryjackoff: don’t get yr panties in a not


Feminightmare: Let’s see what state your panties are in when you dickheads get busted for publishing shit like this


b@rnieboy: fat sluts are hotter any day. skinny chix got no titz


sufferingsuffragette: Dear PSST, nobody cares about your tragic lists except other losers like you. PrivateSchoolSecretsTrackr is run by PatheticSadSexlessTools


Feminightmare: Anyone who needs help with eating disorders, call the Eating Disorders Helpline at (800) 931-2237 for confidential support and information. Real people know this is a serious condition and not a joke; we’re there for you.


[image: ] load 53 more comments



















[image: ]


St. Hilda’s
2 Illowra Crescent Hawthorn Victoria 3122 Australia


Dear Sophomore Parents,


I am delighted to advise you that your daughter will participate in the St. Hilda’s Wellness Program during the third quarter.


Dr. Peter Malik will be giving the classes. Peter is known to many of you as our 12th grade psychology teacher. He is also the author of the forthcoming book, Growing Up in the Digital Age: A Guide for Teenagers.


The Wellness Program covers topics such as identity, self-image, personal growth, respect for self and others, productive communication, working as a community, bullying, friendship, and making good choices.


We urge you to continue these important conversations at home. To facilitate this, the course plan—including topics, dates, and desired outcomes—is attached to this email.


We all see, with grave concern, the extent to which a seemingly nonstop stream of age-inappropriate material assails this generation in the digital era. Hardly a week goes by without another report in the mainstream media about the prevalence of online bullying and its frequently tragic consequences.


It is one of our most profound responsibilities to equip our girls with the resilience and personal integrity to cope with whatever comes their way in these challenging times.


Please advise 10th grade guidance counselor Heather Yelland if any of the topics are likely to prompt the need for extra support or counseling for your daughter.


The Wellness Program is a co-curricular activity and, as such, does not take any allocated time from core curriculum subjects.


Further communications will follow regarding our two key social activities this term: the Winter Fair and the Sophomore Formal.


Yours sincerely,
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Maura Gaffney


Principal
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	Monday, July 11
Dr. Peter Malik










Week 1: Identity


Who am I?




Provocation


I celebrate myself, and sing myself,


And what I assume you shall assume,


For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.


—Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself”





Points for Discussion/Reflection


Each of us is an individual as well as a member of various groups—family, community, school, friendship. Our identity is developed through a combination of our personality, our beliefs and values, our cultural background, our opportunities and privilege, our experiences and actions, our defining moments.


• Are you happy with your identity?


• Do others see you as you see yourself?


• To what extent do you reveal yourself to your peers?


• Are you happy with the way others see you?


• How might your value system inform your judgment of others?


Task 1


Write your first wellness journal entry. Respond to one of the questions, to the provocation, or to any aspect of our class discussion. You may choose to keep journal entries private. Alternatively, I am available if you’d like to share or discuss your thoughts on any of our topics.


Task 2


Next week we will be revisiting an elementary school favorite: show-and-tell. Bring to class an item that tells your classmates something about you.
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Clem



Monday, July 11


Monday morning, 6:30. Gray clouds bulge in the sky. Jinx says she doesn’t feel the cold, but I can’t stop shivering. We’re walking to the new pool and, with each step on the frosty grass, I want to put myself in reverse. It’s been six weeks since I’ve been to training. I only made it out of bed today because we’re getting our new uniforms—part 1 of our reward for killing it at Nationals. We’re also getting a trip to Canberra. Each member of the St. Hilda’s Marlins relay team won in our individual categories. Unprecedented, apparently.


Jinx bounces ahead of me like she’s on springs. “Lainie says we’re getting bomber jackets.”


I make a noise, enough so she thinks I’m contributing.


She stops suddenly to stretch. “Did you see the itinerary for Canberra?”


“Uh, I haven’t looked at it yet.”


Jinx goes back to bouncing. “You’re gonna love the pool. Remember how crappy the old one was? All the Band-Aids and hair ties floating around? This one’s so clean. I feel faster.”


Jinx doesn’t have to worry about speed. Last time we raced, she beat me—clocking just over a minute for the 100-meter freestyle. She’s so tall—the bitches at school call her Slenderman, but Jinx doesn’t care. She can eat whatever. Nothing sticks. Next to her I feel like somebody’s squat aunty.


The new aquatic center looms before us, all glass and concrete. We pause on the step.


Jinx puts her hands on my shoulders. “Go hard, Clem—Maggie’s eyeing your slot.”


I snort. “Maggie Cho! I could’ve beaten her with my cast still on.”


I flutter my hand and feel a twinge, but it’s just phantom pain, nerves. I broke my wrist back in May. For a while after the accident, I still turned up for training, but it was frustrating having to sit there while everyone else was thrashing up and back, so I decided I was on hiatus. And then something—someone—came along and stole my attention.


Jinx heaves the glass door open. I smell chlorine and competition. Steam rises from the surface of the water. When Coach Beazley sees me, she starts to clap, and the Marlins join in, slow at first, but by the time I reach them they’ve gone feral, clapping like I’m the second coming. Jinx bows because she’s the one who brought me.


Beaz is all business. “How’s the wrist, Banks?”


“Perfect,” I say.


Jinx is right, the water looks crystalline. I should want to dive right in, but it’s the last thing I feel like doing. I turn my attention to the new uniforms, join the frenzy of ripping into the plastic bags. The new suit is as green and shiny as a Christmas beetle. Our surnames are printed on the back of our satin bomber jackets. The relay team—me, Jinx, Lainie, and Roo—floor it to the locker rooms while the other Marlins look on in envy.


Some sixth sense tells me to use a stall. I have a warning feeling, a buzz in my brain that gets louder when I close the door. I take off my tracksuit, take a breath, and step into the new suit. I pull it up. It’s tight. It’s very, very tight. That breath I took—I’d better keep it in, like, forever, because, once it goes, all the stitching will, too. I take the suit off and I grab handfuls of fat from my stomach. I didn’t realize it was this bad. It’s like I’ve gone up a whole size. All the sleeping in and second helpings and no training to work it off.


I can hear the others admiring each other, and I imagine they look like sleek machines. I wait until their footsteps fade. Then I put my tracksuit back on and shove the new bathing suit in my bag. I try to walk casually past the pool, but Beaz strides after me.


“Everything okay?”


“Ah, there’s an emergency.” I can feel my face burn with the lie. “My sister, Iris. She’s sick.”


I shuffle faster until I’m practically running.


“Clem!” Her voice drowns in the sounds of swimmers.


She’ll want to see me later. I’ll get the call when I’m in English or history. Some junior will come in with a note and I’d better have a good reason. I guess I’ve got from now until then to think of one. I imagine telling her that I can’t swim because my suit doesn’t fit. She’ll want to do the whole diet interrogation. In the fall Lainie lost 18 pounds—she did it by chewing her food and spitting it out into a napkin. I don’t know if I have that kind of willpower.


Instead of going back to my dorm, I head for the old pool. I think I’ll be alone there, but as I walk up I can hear music: someone is playing a cello. I linger by the deep end and see Kate—Iris’s roommate—sitting on a chair at the bottom of the empty pool, bowing away. There’s a laptop on the ground beside her. She bends down, presses a button, and beats sound. Kate has her back to me, but she’s so intent on what she’s doing that she wouldn’t notice if there were a hundred people watching. Her live melody weaves through the recorded sounds. Something in the combination makes me feel .  . . I don’t know, like the world is about to end, like everything sweet must be remembered. I lean against a tree and let the melancholy wash over me. I’m thinking that nothing changes until everything does.


On our first day at St. Hilda’s, when Iris and I were introducing ourselves to the other boarders, I said that my natural state was half-fish. Iris mumbled about her idol, Ada Lovelace. Someone said, “If you’re twins how come you don’t look anything like each other?” This is true. Iris is tall; I’m short. Iris is pale; I’m ruddy. Iris is flat as a tack; I’m all hills and valleys.


When our parents packed up and moved to Singapore for work, they decided it would be too disruptive to our schooling for us to go with them. They chose St. Hilda’s because it’s academic and sporty. Iris is the smart one; I’m the athletic one. Mum always says we can be anything we want, but that’s what we are. Iris was expecting me to room with her, and she still hasn’t forgiven me for choosing not to.


I’m thinking about this stuff, but, also, I’m thinking about Stu. He’s the someone—the reason I broke my wrist—sort of.


How it happened:


I was running on the track by the river, and I literally crashed into him. I fell, landed, howled in pain. Jinx said she’d never seen my face so white. A few days later, I was slouching around my dorm when Old Joy, our housemistress, stuck her head in and told me I had a visitor. It was him! He was gorgeous. And he’d brought me a bunch of flowers. We sat in the lounge—the only place boys are allowed—and he was being very funny and cute even with constant interruptions and surveillance. He told me his name was Stuart Laird McAlistair, and he wanted to buy me a coffee. He wrote his phone number on my cast and drew a rambling rose.


“Never call before 11 a.m.,” he said. “I need my beauty sleep.”


No, I thought. You really don’t.


I’d never seen a guy so beautiful.


Our first date was on a Friday after school. We had hot fries at the cafeteria. Stu did most of the talking. He told me he was 19, and a musician. He’d been studying community work, but had dropped out. When I told him I was 16, he scrunched his brow, faking deep. “That’s a dangerous age.” He teased me about my school uniform and, as he kissed me goodbye, snaked his hand under it. I floated home, tasting salt on my lips, feeling the imprint of his fingertips on my regulation St. Hilda’s tights. I’ve been floating ever since. Now mornings when I should be training are spent lazing in bed, thinking about Stuart Laird McAlistair putting his hands all over me.


Kate stops mid-bow and starts packing up. And I’m back to the real, the now, late for breakfast. I dart off before she can see me. I don’t even go to the mess hall. I just get a coffee from the machine and drink it in my room. I hang the new suit over the back of my chair, for thin-spiration. But I can’t help hating it.


And it’s the draggingest day.


I think about Stu, and I think about food.


At lunch I snub the lasagna and pile on the salad. If I’m going to fit into that suit I’ll have to ease up on carbs and sugar. But I’m a defunct dieter, bound to fail.


After lunch we have the new unit—wellness. We lounge on the beanbags and generally take an age to settle down. My empty stomach rumbles violently. Tash (coathanger, pretty, popular) makes a face. “Hey, She-man, have an energy bar.” She snorts like a pig and laughs. In the next second, something flies through the air. An eraser hits the back of Tash’s head.


“Ow!” She whirls around. It was Iris. I can tell by her tiny smile. Iris wants me to meet her eyes, but I won’t do it. I hate it when my sister comes to my defense. Dr. Malik is standing patiently in front of a quote on the board—I celebrate myself, and sing myself. I groan inwardly. Since when is wellness even a word?




















Kate



Monday, July 11


I wake up with my hands in the air, curved as if I’m holding my cello. I can’t remember what I dreamed about when I lived in the country. The city, no doubt, but I don’t have a clear recollection. I remember daydreams from then—staring at white, dry fields, wishing they were streets.


The Marlins move along the dorm hallway, up before dawn for swim practice. Jinx and Clem slide past almost silently in socks, floorboard-surfing the downward tilt outside the room I share with Iris. If you get up some speed, a smooth pair of socks will take you all the way to the sophomore bathroom.


We’re on the third floor, so we have the unreliable showers with the pressure of mist. The junior and senior boarders are above us on the fourth floor, and the eighth and ninth graders are below us on the second. The mess, kitchen, boarder study rooms, lounge, and seventh graders are on the ground floor. It’s as if the water’s being sucked and heated in every direction except ours.


I’ve heard that the basement has an excellent shower, if you don’t mind the cobwebs. Every morning, when I’m freezing in the sophomore bathroom, I decide it’d be worth pushing my way through all the forgotten things they keep down there—old suitcases and chairs and blackboards and costumes—to shower under a blast of water as hot as we had back at the farm. I’d happily get naked with the spiders for that.


Thoughts about the basement lead to thoughts about the portal—the door down there that’s too swollen to shut, forgotten by everyone except the boarders; forgotten even by Old Joy, who spends her life in constant fear that one of us will break her rules and have sex.


I don’t want to go through the portal for sex. Sex would be nice. I wouldn’t mind a date for the formal, followed by sex, but that’s not my most pressing need at the moment. It’s not why I’m obsessed with the door in the basement.


Instead, I imagine myself walking silently across the cold grass of a shadowy world, toward the main gates. I climb over them at the low point and land on the street. From the street to a tram, from the tram to the city, and from there to Orion, this small club above a record store where Frances Carter plays; where Emilie Autumn, Zoë Keating, Anna Meredith, Amiina, and Wendy Sutter have all played. I need the portal because it could get me freedom at night without a pass, and the night is when the clubs are open, and the clubs are where the music is happening. And music, these days, is pretty much all I think about.


I try to be quiet in the morning, but it doesn’t matter all that much. Iris sleeps through anything. She sleeps through me feeling around in the dark for toiletries, through me tripping over her laptop cord, stubbing my toe on her desk (fuck!), through me shining my phone around, looking for the door handle.


She dreams while I shower, while I come back and get dressed, while I take my cello, my laptop, everything I need for practice. She’s still dreaming as the stale heat of the dorms gives way to crisp air, as I head into a morning so early it’s dark; so dark the stars are out, and I can imagine, for a second, that I’ve escaped into the night.


The old pool is down the back of the grounds. Past the tennis courts, it’s hidden by a huge box hedge that’s perfect for cover. The gate is always open—there’s no point locking it. One day they’ll build something else here, but until then it’s the best place to play. Empty of water, it’s perfect for echoes.


I climb down the stairs into the shallow end, where I’ve left an old school chair. Joseph, the groundskeeper, gave it to me. He doesn’t seem to question why a girl would get up before light to play her cello in a pool full of leaves. He’s worked here a long time, I guess, and seen all types come and go.


My breaths are sharp wisps in the dark. This is the moment I love. When I’m alone, warm in my jacket, angling my face at the moon. I put on headphones and start my practice session the same way I always do—listening to Frances Carter and waiting for sunrise.


It’s as if I were one person before Frances Carter walked into the auditorium in my third week at St. Hilda’s, and then another person when she walked out.


She’s lean, wiry, about 30. Wearing black that looked even blacker against her red hair. Her face wasn’t unsmiling or unfriendly. She had the same look I’d seen on my own face in photographs, when someone took a shot of me working on a math or science question, or a computer problem.


She set up—cello in her arms, laptop on the floor, which she used as an instrument controlled by a foot pedal. A pickup mic attached to her cello caught and threw sound. When she was ready, she looked at us with this quiet certainty.


Then there was a second before she started. A second before I knew you could combine my two loves—computer and cello. Before I knew I could use a computer to loop and layer and build sounds. Before I started listening to everything electronic and experimental I could get my hands on.


Before.


When a solid career in medicine seemed like the best thing in the world. When I didn’t know that a cello had a throat and a heart. When my life was ordinary and I didn’t mind because I didn’t know.


Frances started her first song and Iris shifted in her seat like she was bored. I wondered how a person could ever be bored by the mixing of something ancient and new—human and machine—engineered to make honey.


Only a few of us were still in the auditorium when Frances left. The others, Iris included, moved out as soon as Mrs. Davies said they could. But I stayed, matching the pace of my packing to hers. Every movement was graceful and deliberate. I wondered how she came to be so full of choice.


“There’s an audition,” she said to those still waiting. “I’ve given the flyers to Mrs. Davies.”


Then she was gone, and I was reading the flyer, reading about the Harpa International Music Academy in Iceland, imagining an unknown landscape, where classes would be held over the summer—our winter—in June next year. Frances Carter was offering three scholarships to the Harpa Summer School because someone had given her a scholarship when she was a sophomore. I want to sponsor students in my area, she’d written on the flyer, so auditions are for young musicians using technology.


A life changed in 30 minutes.


At the sign of first light, I take off my headphones and set up.


Frances Carter uses Ableton Live and Super-Looper on a MacBook Pro with a MOTU Ultralite audio interface, so I’ve bought the same. Add in the price of some pickup mics, and the whole setup cost me a little over $2,000—half my bank account.


When I told Iris about my dwindling savings and where most of it had gone, she cut me off mid-sentence. “Your parents have spent everything to send you here. Are you effing crazy?”


Probably. I’m definitely obsessed; of that, there’s no doubt.


Curved corners catch and bounce sound. I bow long strokes, cello humming through my arms, my chest, my thighs. I lay down separate tracks this morning, experimenting with tone. There are sweet spots: places where I play and the sound bounces back at me. Echo spots. Later, I will take these lines of cello and mix them. Heighten, twist, shape, and color.


I’m getting better, but I’m not great. There’s only so much I can learn alone. What I really need is to meet people playing this kind of music—people I can talk with, experiment with. Those people are at clubs like Orion, which is why I need to escape. The problem is I need backup. But Iris is pretty much my only friend in the city, and there’s no way she’ll sneak out with me.


It’s something I have to do alone, but I can’t quite find the courage.


I force myself to pack up at 7:30. Orchestra is at 8:00 in the new arts center, at the other side of the school. Plush and warm in winter, the acoustics are brilliant. And, best of all, it’s near the new canteen, which sells real coffee.


I order an americano and take it over to a spot bathed in winter sun. It’s one of my favorite times of the day, spoiled only by one thing.


“Hello, Kate.”


It’s a combined orchestra. We play with Basildon, the boys’ school. We do most things with them—orchestra, plays, the school formal—since they’re close by. There are seven other cellists in the orchestra. Iris is one of them. I sit next to her. There are five other people I wouldn’t mind on the other side of me.


“Coffee’s bad for your health.”


But I get Oliver Bennet.


“So, some studies say, is a lack of quiet time,” I tell him.


I’m a friendly person. At my old school back in Shallow Bay, I was considered pretty much the friendliest person in the school. But I have the urge to cut Oliver Bennet’s cello strings one by one, and watch him watch me doing it, and this is why:




1. He thinks he plays better than me.


2. He does, sometimes, play better than me.


3. Oliver is obsessed with perfection. I heard him laughing when Frances Carter played.


4. He loves nothing more than to give me a lecture on the importance of technique.


5. Oliver, in short, is a boring, anally retentive, fuckwit.





Iris told me that Oliver’s mum is a cellist in the Australian Chamber Orchestra. A child prodigy, she was playing Bach at six. Oliver’s never mentioned that to me directly, but for the last six months, he’s acted as though he knows everything and I know nothing.


Iris arrives as I finish my coffee and we all walk inside. Oliver goes through his setup routine—shifting his chair until it’s in exactly the right spot, setting out his music so it’s exactly in front of him, asking me to move a little to the right, and then asking if I’d like him to show me how to play double stops.


“No, thanks,” I tell him, but he goes ahead with the instruction anyway.


“The double stops,” he informs me, “are the most misunderstood device ever.”


“That’s fascinating,” I say, and concentrate on fading his voice to background noise. Because this is my favorite part of orchestra—what happens while we’re tuning. The steel shift of chairs. The whispers before notes. The third viola staring at the first violin while she thinks about sex. I can hear it in her eyes. It’s a slow, slow slide. Blinking heat and the sweetness of C.


“You nearly have it,” Oliver says, whispering some last instructions.


“Thanks,” I tell him, as I think: Go. Away. Fuck. Off.


He keeps harping on it, though, in that stiff, repressed way of his, so I turn to him, and hold my hand up to stop him from talking. “I can play the double stops, Oliver. I choose to play the wrong notes.”


He looks genuinely perplexed. “Who chooses to play the wrong notes?”


“Me. I do.”


Mrs. Davies taps her baton, points her finger at me, and Oliver sees the tap and the point and looks satisfied.


“Experiment in your own time,” he says, before we start to play.


I leave orchestra feeling stupid because Oliver has a small, small point. Orchestra is not the place to experiment. But when is the place to experiment? At the pool, sure. But experimenting alone only gets me so far.


Iris goes back to our dorm room to make sure she has her things, so I spend the time before class calling Ben, my best friend from back home.


He answers the phone with his foggy morning voice, and I hear a series of shuffles as he pushes himself up, fumbles for his glasses, and reaches for the cold cup of coffee on his bedside table. Ben can’t get up before caffeine, and since he doesn’t mind cold coffee, he makes himself a cup before he goes to sleep.


“Okay, I’m awake.”


He’s not. He never is until he’s had a good couple of mouthfuls.


“Okay,” he says after a few minutes. “Really awake now.”


“I need to get out. I need to go to Orion. I need to hear music. I need to meet people like me, who are equally obsessed, or Iceland will never happen.”


“Still too freaked out to use the portal without backup?”


“Still too freaked out to use the portal without backup.”


“Rebellion cannot exist without the feeling that somewhere, in some way, you are justified.”


“Orwell?”


“Camus,” he says.


I never get Ben’s references. He reads too widely. If I’m a mixture of computer and music, Ben is a mixture of book and plant.


“So, are you justified in breaking the school rules?” He takes another swig of coffee.


“I’ll get back to you on that. What’s news in your world?”


He talks about school and I hear my old life in his voice. I’m taken back to the farm, to the river, to the fruit trees. To my parents working crazy long days, buying water and feed and worrying about money, but telling me not to, telling me they have plenty to send me to St. Hilda’s this year, and once I get the scholarship for junior and senior years, it won’t be a worry.


“I’m concerned,” Ben says, and I realize that I’ve drifted off. “Could it be possible—” Ben has a way of talking, a steady way, so that you can hear the dashes in his sentences. “What I mean to ask is—could it be possible—that the only thing people like about me—is you?”


He tries to say it as if it were a clinical, scientific observation.


“That is not possible. It’s absolutely a hundred percent not possible.”


“I’ve been collecting quite a bit of evidence to the contrary,” he says. “No one really talks to me. I eat lunch alone.”


I can see him in the part of the school we call The Back, staring over the fence into the dry grass of the out-of-bounds section. He’s eating a cheese sandwich, and missing me.


“Twenty-seven percent of the universe is dark matter, and 68 percent of the universe is dark energy.”


“The point?” he asks.


“Dark matter is essential. But it took some time to be known. Talk to people. You’re funny. They’ll talk back. Trust me. I’m smart. I know things.”


A silent dash hangs in the air. “I’m a bit lonely without you,” he says eventually.


“I’m a bit lonely without you,” I say.


I want to talk more, but I have to go. The class is filing in for wellness, a new program designed to cure us of the urge to trash each other on social media. I love the internet, code, computers. I love that if I miss Ben, I can summon him into my room and talk to him over Skype. The internet is the most mind-bending invention in the last century and how do humans use it? They access porn and talk smack about each other.


I walk inside, and while I wait for Dr. Malik I put on my headphones and turn up Imogen Heap. There’s a moment when her voice reaches a point so thick and high that it gets into my skin. It makes me feel like rebellion is possible. I’m cutting out at night, confident, walking into a club, cool-skinned in the face of possible expulsion.


But then class starts, and I put my music away. I go back to the old Kate. Reserved. Responsible. Am I justified in rebelling? Maybe. And if that’s the answer, then probably not.




















Ady



Monday, July 11


“Okay if I go shopping with Tash this week? We need to start looking for formal dresses.”


My mother, cutting up fruit, points to her earbuds, and shakes her head. She is talking to her friend, Viv. “The reason you don’t know her name is because she’s the next big thing. She did Simon and Lucy’s—you know, massive budget—it’s stunning and Vogue Living’s doing a feature on it. You’re welcome.” My mother, the resident style know-it-all.


Breakfast at my house: We’re a group of islands.


My father is on another call, standing at the middle set of French doors, looking out over the garden, my mother glancing toward him about every two seconds.


Charlie is head-deep in Brian Jacques, one elbow on the table, making his way through three Shredded Wheat biscuits in a pool of milk.


Clare is stirring oatmeal—Monday breakfast—and scrolling through world news headlines on Twitter.


I try to connect the islands. “Anyone have any ideas about the formal? I’m on the organizing committee.”


“Here’s an idea: Tell the brain trust to keep their tongues inside their mouths for photographs. They look like a posse of B-grade porn stars on Facebook.” The brain trust is my friends. Clare’s life is full of time-saving abbreviations. She slices a banana on her oatmeal, tops it with maple syrup, sits down, and opens the newspaper to the op-ed page. Senior year means keeping up with the state of the world every day, so no issues-based question on an English or history exam will ever catch you uninformed.


I’m eating toasted sourdough with peanut butter, and making a bagel for my lunch. Skills. “Is that better or worse than looking like A-grade porn stars?”


“You decide,” says Clare.


“Don’t say porn in front of a child,” says Charlie, not looking up from his book. He’s 10, and he plays the kid card like a champ.


“Good point, darling.” My mother sits down next to Charlie and drops a kiss on the side of his head. They look so . . . Instagram-able, his hair streaky blond, hers sleek and dark. Genes divide up hard-core in this family: Clare is like our mother, blue eyes, dark brown hair; Charlie and I have our dad’s blond hair and gray eyes.


My father is winding up his call, sounding very peppy. “No, great—totally. Absolutely. Soon, for sure. Cheers, buddy.”


“Yes?” my mother asks him.


“No.” My father walks out of the room.


My mother compresses her lips.


Clare gives me a knowing look, but I’m not quite sure what it is she knows.


“Mother, the formal dress—I need to start looking and thinking.”


“Looking and thinking only. The credit cards need a rest.”


Okay. This is new, and I don’t like the sound of it. “Is there a particular reason why?”


My mother doesn’t answer. She’s hardly eaten any of her fruit and yogurt, but she stands up and follows my father out of the kitchen. I pick up the pace on lunch prep, eager to be out of the house before they start arguing, and try to remember exactly when he last worked.


Walking the three blocks from River Place, where I live, to St. Hilda’s, where I learn, I’m chewing over last night’s PSST post and worrying about Bec—a member of the brain trust—whose name was on their shitty list. Way to start the week. PSST is like a slime monster that feeds on lies and nastiness. Every time it lifts its arm to drag another victim down, it gets stronger.


I get to school just after Bec has arrived. She is tragically holding up a “Disorderly Friendship Foundation” brochure that someone has slipped into her locker. Three juniors are staring at her from the other side of the hallway, whispering. I give them the death stare and they slink off.


“I don’t even have one . . .” she starts, a tear brimming in each eye.


“I know. You’re just a skinny Minnie, Becs. It’s not a crime.” I give her a hug.


Lola arrives and throws her bag down. “Hey, at least you were top of the list.”


That’s enough to get the tears flowing. Trouble is, in our group Bec is the peacemaker, the diplomat, the smoother; she’s the one who knows exactly what to say at times like this.


Tash emerges from the door of our homeroom, right next to the lockers. It’s out of character for her to have arrived at school before the rest of us. “Ady! Have you opened your locker?”


“Not yet.”


Tash has a huge smile as I unlock it. We four have each other’s combinations, naturally. I spy a square box, tied with the signature satin ribbon of Délicieux—the patisserie. Inside is one perfect coffee éclair—my favorite—and a note, To sweet Ady, love Rupe X


“Thank you, Tashie—you sneaky cupid.” Tash and Rupert both come in on the Brighton train. Rupe goes to Basildon.


“He adores you, Ady,” says Tash. “God knows why.”


We share the perfect éclair in four luscious bites, with me getting the dark chocolate coffee bean, then cluster around Bec to give her some more love before first period.


How horrible for the girls on that list who do have eating disorders, to have PSST make a joke about your sickness. Jessie Ong was in the fricken hospital earlier this year.


Not. Funny.


The gravel path crunches underfoot as Bec, Lola, Tash, and I head for wellness; early bulbs are green, spiking from the cold earth, and the air is scented with Daphne. How can PSST even exist in our shiny, shiny world? It’s not like nastiness is a new invention. It’s just floated closer to the surface lately. Scum will do that. Mean stuff spreads so fast. One click. Post. Send. Share. Online bullying = sometimes-suicides, so all the private schools have strategies for dealing with it. At St. Hilda’s, it’s wellness classes. We greeted the idea with genuine enthusiasm. Why not? Everyone loves the chance to slack off.


The classes are being held in the Oak Parlor in the “old building,” as we call it. Framed sepia photos show actual cows grazing on the riverbank, with the old building—then, a freshly built Victorian tower mansion—in the distance. These days, a handful of architect-designed hubs populate the sprawling, beautifully landscaped campus. And there are a few blocks of luxe suburbia between school and the river, including my street.


The old building smell reminds me of being in awe and in preschool. In recent years there’s an added layer of let-me-out-of-here.


I trail a finger along the hand-blocked wallpaper, strictly forbidden, but I can’t resist touching the delicately raised surface of the bronze-painted fleurs-de-lis.


What was once a formal sitting room, with its ceiling of some arcadia or other, and stained-glass windows, is today the land of wellness. We sit in the moss-green corduroy beanbags, which I will forever associate with meditation and sex ed, also held in this room. No friends allowed to sit together, so Dr. Malik separates me and Tash by swapping her with quiet boarder, Kate Turner, who is doing some strange finger-tapping on her leg and looking at the ground, so she doesn’t notice Tash push her tongue behind her lower lip like a chimp. Wellness abounds.


Malik has the dubious honor of being the best-looking male teacher at school. Small pool, of course—a girls’ school staff room. People think he looks like an older Dev Patel. You have to really squint to see it, in my opinion. But, then, I’ve got my own handsome boy.


Malik is happily babbling on: overview blah blah; identity blah blah; more things that unite us than divide us; when we find common ground, we find mutual respect; the better we know each other, the more we’ll look out for each other. And various other all-very-well-in-theory principles that basically bullshit out in practice. The bonds of girl friendship can be tight to the point of strangulation, and no one’s going to start skipping from group to group. Teachers don’t get the most basic stuff sometimes.


“Okay, girls, I’m going to ask you to sort yourselves into groups of three according to thumb length,” Malik says, as though that’s a fun thing to do.


Lola gives me a solidarity eye-roll as we move about the room, hand to hand with girls we routinely ignore.


Tash is standing next to me and compares thumbs with swim-team girl Clem Banks, whose thumb is longer than hers, but Tash says, “Back off.”


Clem Banks looks at her as though she will, as though she doesn’t care either way, but then she stops and says, “You back off.”


Tash isn’t going anywhere.


“They look about the same to me,” says Bec. “Maybe you’d be happier with another group, Clem?”


Dr. Malik senses the standoff. “Do you need to take a more careful look at your thumbs, girls?”


“Oh, fine.” Tash stomps off and continues thumb-measuring with other people.


Kate Turner is already standing next to me; both of us have distinctly long thumbs.


So I end up with those two, Kate Turner and Clem Banks, who is so scowly she’s already got permanent frown lines. We are the longest-thumb group. Makes sense, when you think about it—a cellist’s hands, a swimmer’s hands, and a tall girl’s hands. But so what? Malik tells us to note our groups for future reference. It reminds me of a kindergarten icebreaker, but at 16 we’re frozen deeper than he knows.


So it’s the same old. They can try stuff like this, and we’ll go along with it, but nothing really changes. I zone out again as we resettle in our beanbags. Is it like this for everyone—that school and family are balloons that blow up and shrink? Sometimes school is everything, and I hardly notice what’s going on at home. Other times, like now, family seems to be blowing up. Plus, there’s the whole Rupert question.


Wellness feelies won’t fix the real problems.


Whatever was happening at breakfast this morning is connected to last night’s parental altercation. Traditionally, there’s been a pattern in my family life: fight, fight, settle, fun; fight, fight, settle, fun. Lately, it’s all fight, fight, very little settle, and even less fun.


I went into Clare’s room. She was studying with earbuds in, as always. Mozart is her preferred study music. Classic dweeb. “Did you hear that?” I asked.


“What?” She removed one earbud, exasperated before I even started.


“Mum and Dad. Something about money.”


She rolled her eyes, which light on her bulletin board. Picking up a pen, she crossed one more day off her calendar. Countdown until she escapes to university. The other thing on her bulletin board is a huge printout of her goal for the college entrance exams, the grade she figures will get her a full academic and residential scholarship to study medicine at the University of New South Wales in Sydney. She put the earbud back in. “Some of us have work to do.”


She’s turned herself into a study machine for senior year. She’s more like a hard drive than a sister. I went looking for Charlie instead.


Charlie is the family’s emotional barometer. When things get tense here, he buries himself deeper in his books, and spends more time at the Coopers’, our neighbors over the back fence. Sure enough, when I checked his bedroom he wasn’t there. But I did see Snozphant, his most precious stuffed toy, hiding under his pillow, even though he has declared himself “over” stuffed toys and officially retired them to the highest shelf in his closet.


Clare’s ready to bail and Charlie is more like a Cooper than a Rosenthal these days, so that just leaves me to figure out what’s happening. I’m going to need some after-school time in my closet. Just thinking about that space calms me down. Not that I’d say that out loud. It’s more of a clothes archive than a closet, anyway: a room adjoining my bedroom, lined with shelves, drawers, and hanging racks, designed by me. My sewing and cutting table is under the window, and stretches to the middle of the room. I collect clothes. I dream up and make clothes. I refurbish clothes. I repurpose clothes. I love clothes—truly love them. I care for, nurture, praise, pat, wash and iron, and appreciate them. I celebrate them. And when I’m stressed, I smell my clothes. If you can tell me a more calming smell than washed and sunshine-dried cotton, I probably won’t believe it. If you cannot understand the comfort of burying your face in kitten-soft cashmere, washed in eucalyptus wool mix, we will probably never be friends.


At the end of our first wellness class Malik tells us to write wellness journal entries whenever we want. We can show him or not. He encourages us to be truthful, to use the entries as an opportunity to take our emotional temperature. He adds that there’ll be no judging of anything we share in wellness class discussions. Ha-ha. He doesn’t know us very well.




















Clem’s Wellness Journal



Monday, July 11


Am I happy? Ish.


My identity: Clem Banks, 16. Medium-length wavy brown hair. Roundish face to go with roundish body. I have nice teeth and good eyesight (Iris has to wear a plate and glasses). I bite my nails. I hate my period. I’m a virgin. I’m shit at math, but okay at English.


Defining moments:


1. Fifth grade: Swimming Carnival. I won every race. My teacher, Mr. Mullane, called me Flash for the next few weeks. Up until then I’d just been the dumb twin. It was like I’d been searching for something special about myself and then I found it.


2. Sixth grade: I was a fish and I loved it. I was fast and strong. Why would I care about lip gloss or sleepovers or boys, when every weekend there was the chance of glory? But, now that I think about it, that was the year that things started changing. Hormones were happening. My body started to feel like a betrayal. You can’t hide hills and valleys in a swimsuit. And Iris was only too happy to point them out.


3. Seventh grade: Waiting for Dad to pick me up from the pool. I was sitting on the side, watching the water, when a boy and girl turned up. They weren’t much older than me. They jumped into the deep end together and then proceeded to make out with abandon. They were so brazen, so inside their own bubble, and so oblivious to the little-old-lady swimmers with their flowery swimming caps and snorkels. And then, at one point, the boy looked at me. His girlfriend was kissing his neck or whatever and he looked at me. It was like he was saying, “Don’t you want this?” And I hadn’t really let myself think about it before, but there, at the pool, I did. People hooked up. Romance happened. It was a thing and it could happen to me. But not if I was a fish.


Point of fact: my name comes from a song about a girl who drowned.


I feel like I’m drowning all the time.




















Kate’s Wellness Journal



Tuesday, July 12


Dear Journal,


I like the idea of this but I’m not calling it a wellness journal. That makes it sound like I’m in some kind of formal therapy, which I fully support if you need it, but I’d rather think of it as a kind of diary.


Am I happy with my identity?


If you’d asked me before I came to St. Hilda’s, I would have said pretty much. Now I don’t know. I don’t know a lot of things since I moved to the city. My life plan’s gone all out of whack.


It’s not that I thought I knew everything before. There were plenty of things I didn’t know (never really worked out how to make a website hit the top ranks of Google, never worked out how to beat the Facebook algorithm, I mostly wear jeans and T-shirts because I never worked out the fashion thing, I’ve never understood how people can just make up stories in English, and I have absolutely no idea why some girl hasn’t fallen head over heels for Ben).


But I did have some things figured out. I thought I knew myself, at least. My life plan had been in place for a while. Study hard. Convince Mum and Dad to send me to St. Hilda’s, where I would study even harder in tenth grade, take the scholarship exam for junior and senior year, work like crazy to get into medical school. Become a doctor. Pay Mum and Dad back. Look after them and the farm.


I celebrate myself, and sing myself.


It’s as though, on the day that I heard Frances Carter, my self changed.


A part of me that I didn’t know existed spoke for the first time.


It makes me wonder what else is there, waiting to appear.




















Ady’s Wellness Journal



Tuesday, July 12


Do others see the real me? Do I reveal myself to my peers? Wow. I show a pretty edited version even to Tash, Bec, and Lola. Classic example—I would definitely not tell them I’m writing this, not in a million years.


Malik said we should regularly take our “emotional temperature,” check in on how we are feeling, so here goes . . . How am I feeling? I’m feeling as though “confused” and “restless” had a baby that’s settled inside me like an alien. I have a sense that things are about to get messy, like I’m standing at the edge of a whirlpool, or the air pressure is suddenly wrong for my body. Is “dread” the right word for that? Calm before a storm? (Checked with Clare; she suggests: “impending doom,” or simply “existential angst.” She tells me, in a reassuring tone, that I have catastrophist tendencies. She may be right.) The color for the way I feel is bruise-yellow.


I’m going to let myself write down stuff here that I usually wouldn’t.


So, my father has been sleeping in his study for the past week, maybe longer. And, related . . . ? Late one night, from the top of the stairs, I saw him bring—sneak—a cardboard carton into his study. On investigation—yes, I’m a snoop—I found that it had been well-hidden, and that it contained 12 bottles of vodka, each in its own box. There is always vodka out in the open here; it’s not a forbidden substance. So, if there’s public drinking and secret drinking, is that a new thing, or not? I feel like I should’ve mentioned it to my mother, but I haven’t.
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