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For Sam




Jim Schembri is a Melbourne writer and journalist who has written many novels for young adults, including the acclaimed Murder in Aisle 9, Portal Bandits, Welcome to Minute 16 and The Eight Lives of Stullie the Great. He has also written books for younger children, many of which have been published internationally. During office hours Jim is a senior writer at the Age newspaper, specialising in film, TV, pop culture, features and social commentary.





THE OILFIELDS OF COBEY MYLES



It was during her sixteenth year of life that Cobey Myles became convinced that she had the oiliest skin of any person on earth.


The terrain of her face looked clear and smooth for the moment, but Cobey knew – positively knew – that beneath that blotch-free surface raged a thousand microscopic rivers of oil, all bubbling and boiling away like lava, just waiting for their chance to burst forth and ruin her life.


In the quiet and solitude of her snowbound hotel room, Cobey Myles swore she could hear the unmistakeable low rumble as subcutaneous oil reserves swelled and swelled, ready for that one, exquisite moment when Cobey Myles would drop her guard.


This was unfair. Life was unfair. Cobey had done everything she could to take care of what she had repeatedly been told was her most valuable asset. Each night she would look deep into her scowling reflection, a ritual she had been trained to do without fail, and on pain of death. She had taken every piece of advice from her mother, her friends, other models, everyone at the agency. She recorded late-night infomercials for skin-care products looking for insight. She scoured the net. She interrogated the white-coated women at cosmetics counters, demanding tips. Cobey scrubbed, moisturised, exfoliated, hydrated, pampered, creamed, soothed and applied every known treatment available to keep her skin clean.


Yet still the oil came. And when it did, Cobey was ready. No pimple ever got beyond the first stage before being assaulted by a battery of lotions and sent back to oblivion. She learnt early that the price for being born with a gift like this was eternal vigilance.


Cobey built her diet around her skin. What did chocolate taste like? She couldn’t remember. What was sugar? Even the smell of fried food made her fearful that the fumes would somehow penetrate her body and make her break out. She examined the statistical tables on food packaging, scrutinising fat levels, carbohydrate percentages and sugar content.


Her strict exercise regimen was a tenuous balancing act between the health benefits of vitamin D offered by the sun and the ever-present threat it posed to her complexion. Some girls looked great with a tan. Cobey Myles was not one of them. It had been a painful lesson. Rather than risk cancer and moles, she had been talked into trying a spray-on. She looked at herself in the mirror afterwards and couldn’t believe her eyes. She thought she looked great. So did the girls she was with. It was just a small tweak from her natural colour but it made such a difference.


Just how much difference quickly became apparent when she turned up for a meeting with Alexis later that morning.


Cobey had a tight circle of friends, but none meant more to her at this time in her life than Alexis, her booker at the agency. She was the one person on earth sworn to protect and guide Cobey on all matters of appearance and professional conduct. It was part of her job she took very seriously, and over the past two years she had become a close friend.


When she saw Cobey she hit the roof.


‘What is the matter with you? Where is your mind, girl?’ she said in an enraged whisper, pulling Cobey into her office so nobody else could see. ‘You look awful.’ The words cut deep. ‘Who talked you into this?’


Cobey was no squealer, but she was caught off-guard and surrendered the names of Sophany and Rina, two other girls from the agency. Alexis would deal with them later.


But it wasn’t their fault entirely, Cobey tried to explain. She had always liked their look and thought this was a safe way to try. Besides, tans always look good, yeah?


Alexis was furious.


‘That is their look. It’s not yours. You might still be at school, but you’re not at school when you’re in here. You can’t afford to behave like a schoolgirl. This is business, Cobey, not a social club.’


Alexis reminded her sharply about the importance of maintaining a look: when clients saw her photo on the website and called up her photo gallery, that’s the look they were expecting. If she turned up to a casting looking different, it might not only lose her that job, but word would spread that she was unreliable.


Besides, Alexis added with a snarl, what happened to their agreement always to call whenever she was thinking of a change? Alexis had already saved Cobey from braids, streaks and a nose piercing. So where was her brain now?


Cobey’s defences were crumbling fast. She caught a glimpse of herself in the reflection of a window.


Oh God, she’s right. I don’t look tanned, I look toasted. Hell, I look roasted. I should be lying on a silver platter surrounded by baked vegetables, garnished with parsley and with an apple stuck in my mouth.


‘I don’t understand, Cobey,’ Alexis said, calmer now, but still angry. ‘How could you be so thoughtless, girl? We’ve spoken about this many times.’


Cobey remembered the conversations vividly. She even recalled how the photographer showed her the shots as she was having her website photo taken. She looked into the viewfinder as he scrolled through them and had asked Cobey which ones she liked best. Not all photographers allow that, Alexis had told Cobey.


What had blotted all this out? Cobey’s mind whirred. Had her phone been ringing like mad again? Was it a problem at school? Had she been so worried about acne that her memory had pushed everything else to the back of her mind? Maybe that was it.


But Cobey could recite her revolving menu of favourite ringtones in an instant. She knew exactly what type of beads worked best with a crocheted scarf, about the importance of coordinating nail polish with bracelets and bangles. Yet she had to be reminded about things she knew mattered more. Why was that? What was wrong with her?


‘What is wrong with you, Cobey?’ Alexis asked.


‘It slipped my mind. Something this important, I know. I’m sorry, really really sorry. I know. I’m an idiot.’


Suddenly somebody shot out a truck tyre. It was Alexis exhaling.


‘If only you were, then you’d have a better excuse,’ she said. ‘You’re actually one of the brightest girls we have on our books right now. I just need you to focus, Cobey, to really focus. Keep your mind on one thing at a time.’


Like your skin. Idiot.


‘Can you do that for me, please?’ Alexis pleaded.


This sounded too familiar to Cobey Myles.


She offered a timid nod. A thin smile was all she got back.


Cobey knew Alexis was being deliberately over-dramatic to make her point. Her next shoot was five days away, plenty of time to exfoliate like mad and get the tan to fade. The photographer barely noticed.


She bookmarked the incident in her mind. She did not want to be caught out like that again, especially not with Alexis. Her words were branded on Cobey’s brain.


‘What is the matter with you? Where is your mind?’


Cobey Myles never wanted to ever hear that sentence again.





PAMPHLET QUEEN



Back in the bad old days before she signed with this agency, Cobey Myles had done a lot of promotional work. Much of this involved standing around in exhibition halls and shopping centres handing out flyers and wondering if she would ever see the sun again.


It was during such times that Cobey would think about her pyramid. This was how she ranked all the different types of work that a model could do. At the very top of the pyramid was the catwalk in Milan, that ultimate place every young model dreams of reaching. In the middle were the gigs for magazine ads where you got to wear great clothes and go on location and everybody treated you like a princess for an hour. On the bottom were the endless shoots in stuffy studios wearing pyjamas and hugging soft toys for pharmacy catalogues.


Then there was the special layer on the pyramid beneath that, under the sand, where all the camels and tourists took a leak. That’s where this sort of work went.


She learnt early on that glamour has almost nothing to do with modelling, that it involves hard work and tough castings and a lot of rejection and worrying about oilfields breaking out on your face.


But while she hadn’t been expecting champagne and limousines and magazine covers in the first week, she also hadn’t been warned about the thrill of having to spend six hours standing in the middle of a shopping mall dressed in red shorts, red heels, a red t-shirt and a red cap handing out red pamphlets and being yelled at by three-year-old girls and kicked in the shins by their brothers and getting sideswiped by prams and ogled at by every male within a hundred metres.


This wasn’t quite what I signed up for, thought Cobey Myles.


It was dull, humiliating work and even with her best smile on show Cobey wasn’t getting many takers. She wondered idly whether a trained monkey could have done a better job, then realised that a monkey probably would have had a lot more success moving the three boxes of pamphlets she had to hand out. At the rate she was going she’d be trapped in this mall until Easter.


With the foot traffic coursing on either side of her and the deep-fried smell of the food court below making her drowsy, Cobey suddenly hit upon an idea. Instead of giving the pamphlets out to just anyone, Cobey began offering them only to every fifth person. This was in violation of the instructions she had been given, but by doing this she figured she might imbue the pamphlets with a certain mystique.


And it worked. An aura of specialness soon attached itself to the flyers. People who hadn’t been offered a pamphlet became curious and began asking Cobey what they were about. This then earned them the right to get one, and before long Cobey had emptied her boxes. She had no idea where the idea had come from, but she did know what it was that was going on inside her head to make the miracle happen.


This was Cobey’s Type 2 Intelligence at work.


According to her theory, people who scored well on maths tests and in English essays and had photographic memories and who could play the piano when they were four were high in Type 1 Intelligence. This was what nature had given them. It was absolute and unalterable and fixed for all time. Whatever it was, high or low, you were stuck with it. It was God’s gift to them.


But Cobey’s theory held that it was Type 2 Intelligence that counted.


This measured the ability to use information and process facts, and it was this that determined how smart a person really was.


On Cobey’s scale, somebody could have a very high Type 1 score but still have a very low Type 2 rating. In Cobey’s mind, it wasn’t how many facts you could cram into your head that mattered, but what you did with those facts. What mattered to Cobey was how intelligently you worked with the intelligence you had. That was Type 2 Intelligence. That was what she had.


Cobey had developed this theory after secretly taking an online IQ test. She had become concerned with the comments from some of her ruder teachers about her ability to think things through. She knew she wasn’t dumb, so to prove it to herself she took the fifteen-minute test, submitted it, and waited 0.03 seconds for the results.


She scored 109. According to the official, world-recognised scale, that saddled Cobey Myles with an average level of intelligence. Something was clearly wrong, so she had a cup of coffee, took a calming breath and sat the test again. The exact same score shot back. 109.


She knew this couldn’t be right. Her English teacher said she was smart. Alexis said she was smart. Sure, she was no Einstein – whoever he was – but average? Average?


Cobey grew to hate the word. She didn’t care about the comments on her school report or the jokes she would sometimes overhear about being a life-support system for a midriff. What did that even mean?


You can’t measure somebody’s intelligence with a written test, Cobey decided. She may have been a little clumsy in expressing herself, but she was capable of thinking deeply about things when she wanted to. Sometimes Cobey and her friends would talk about a single TV show for a whole lunchtime.


She knew her friends, both inside and outside the business, were not the brainiest people on the face of the earth, and that she wasn’t being photographed in a swimsuit because she had a nice-looking brain. That didn’t mean she didn’t have one, though. She knew she was smart and capable of figuring things out on her own, as she had that day at the mall.


Maybe she did have to apply herself a bit more, but you have to have something there in the first place for somebody to say that to you. She certainly wasn’t average. Nobody was allowed to tell Cobey Myles that.





COBEY’S SENSE OF SNOW



It was the food at the snowfields that was pushing Cobey’s pimple paranoia into the red. All the food was junk. Everything was cookies and cakes and deep-fried fish and potato cakes and chips and steaming cauldrons of processed food dripping with saturated fats and injected with preservatives. This wasn’t just an alpine ski resort, it was the trans-fatty-acid capital of the world. Cobey hated it. You couldn’t get an unsalted water biscuit in this dump without some clown smearing it with batter first.


The only place in town where Cobey could get something resembling fresh food was at the one tiny grocery store, though the throwbacks who ran it were more concerned with selling lift passes and woollen beanies and gloves and ski equipment than they were in keeping their shelves stocked with anything that didn’t have a fat content of at least thirty per cent.


And Cobey was being forced to eat a lot more than usual. She wished she could have said no, but as work-experience attachment to the Channel 3 film crew, Cobey was obliged to attend every function and filming appointment, and with every chalet or backpacker hostel or restaurant or ski-hire business they visited, the managers insisted on feeding the crew yet another plate of heavily salted, deep-fried goop. She avoided as much of it as she could, but often she wasn’t given any choice.


And it was hard to keep on her exercise schedule. There was no gym up here and only so much she could do in her room. Perhaps the locals assumed everybody would burn off the fat they gained during lunch by snowboarding and skiing and constructing snowmen all the live-long day. Not that anyone was doing too much of that.


The lack of snow at Dinton Hobbs was embarrassing. Sarah Trankhurst – former Lotto girl and twice voted Most Popular Light Entertainment personality – told Cobey the whole region was supposed to be covered with snow. But Mother Nature hadn’t come through, she said.


Sarah was supposed to be putting together a series of up-beat mini-specials about the new snow season to run just after each evening’s weather report, but some cold front wasn’t doing what it was supposed to be doing so the district was getting far more sun – and, hence, far less snow – than it was entitled to.


There was still plenty of snow to be skied, the mayor insisted. Their battery of giant snow blowers were busy spewing fountains of ice powder high into the air to keep the more popular slopes going. Sure, this was the warmest winter they’d had for more than a decade but Dinton Hobbs was still a great place to ski, he assured the viewing audience as Sarah nodded politely off camera.


‘Could any of this be due to global warming?’ Sarah asked suddenly.


Cobey smiled. Good question.


‘No, not a bit of it,’ said the major. ‘It’s just bad luck, that’s all. And the skiing’s still wonderful, as you can clearly see.’


And he was right. On the slope directly behind him snowboarders were slicing it up like there was no tomorrow – although if the camera had pulled back or panned to either side it would have shown how the only place where any snow-related activity was going on was in the background to the shot.


It had been Cobey’s job to recruit the snowboarders from the nearby cafes and pubs and corral them into the frame. ‘Go scare up some software programmers,’ Sarah had instructed. ‘Tell them it’s for us and they’ll climb over each other to be part of it.’


And she was right. The mere mention of Sarah’s name made it easy work. The fact that Cobey Myles was a pretty girl with a nice smile may also have helped.





ME OR THEM



The first time a girl realises that she is beautiful is a wonderful moment in her life because she learns about the power she has over boys. Without doing anything for them she sees that they are prepared do almost anything for her. And nothing is asked in return other than a smile and a brief acknowledgement that they exist.


Cobey once dropped her mobile at a train station; it bounced off the platform and onto the tracks. Before she knew what had happened a boy had jumped down to retrieve it. As it was, Cobey’s phone plan guaranteed her a new phone should hers be lost or crushed by something like a train, so the boy had risked life, limb and a hefty fine for nothing.


But Cobey couldn’t tell him that. She thanked him profusely and offered a small reward, which he waved away. He was panting from the exertion, but the odd look of glee on his reddened face told Cobey that somehow it was she who had done him the favour, not the other way around.


She had seen the trouble people had when trying to get refunds. Exchange or credit was the standard policy, but no refund. Cobey never had that problem. She preferred cash in hand and never got an argument, so long as she took care always to deal with a male. So as well as inspiring people to commit selfless acts of heroism on her behalf, she knew how her looks could also exert a material influence on the world around her. She liked it.


Once while shopping with her friends for an mp3 player, Cobey was taken by a new model that boasted both a huge storage capacity and a size so tiny it came with a special carry pouch to make it harder to misplace. It was the width of a matchbook and only slightly larger than Cobey’s longest fingernail.


She didn’t have to seek out more information. A young salesman with dimples pounced on her and promptly answered every question Cobey hadn’t yet thought of asking. The player had a 2000-song capacity, an FM receiver, a super-bass control and could even be used as a voice recorder. What’s more, he said, there was a special on. If she bought it now she’d get another one free.


Cobey couldn’t see any signage advertising such a special, and there was nothing about two-for-one deals in the catalogue.


It was a one-customer-only special, he explained. Cobey couldn’t say no.


The three friends she was with – Hayley and Merran from school, Amine from the agency – were, to her mind, as well dressed and attractive as Cobey was. So why had he bypassed them and lavished all this favour on her?


‘Because I like your smile,’ said the salesman.


Such instances were chewing gum for her brain. She could lie back and think about them for minutes on end.


But Cobey hoped one day to learn exactly where the world stood on smiles. She was constantly being complimented on hers yet she was often told to keep her smile in her bag.


There was a special category of girls who were never allowed to smile. They had a particular kind of exquisite, haunting beauty that was ruined by any hint of joy. And sometimes, Cobey learned, there was no place even in her world for joy.


While trying to shoot Cobey in a satin dress, a photographer once complained that she was spoiling the shot by being too happy.


‘Your face does not go with that frock,’ he snapped. ‘I need to see what you are feeling. It’s like acting, Cobey. Think sad thoughts.’


So she did. Starving children. Disaster victims. War. Refugees. Detainees.


He finally got what he wanted. She wanted to see, so he showed her. Cobey was astonished.


She didn’t quite know how, but somehow it all worked. And it was true, Cobey Myles realised. People can see what you feel.


And sometimes they can’t see a damn thing.
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Cobey’s mind seethed with silent rage. What was wrong with this guy? Couldn’t he see how crowded the train was and that there was an attractive girl standing right in front of him? What was he? Selfish? Stupid? Gay? A woman hater? All of the above?


Cobey’s blood began to boil. Her heels were killing her. Her shoulder bag weighed a ton. She’d just spent two hours in a drafty warehouse studio modelling silk pant suits for one of the most boring photographers alive and now she needed a seat. Couldn’t he see that?


She felt like telling him something – about common courtesy, about manners, about the fact that she deserved that seat more than he did. Didn’t men give up their seats for women anymore? Was that supposed to be the price of equality? What was this, some sort of statement?


Cobey was about to speak when the train hissed to a stop, the name of the station crackled over the PA, the man stood up and walked out with his guide dog.


Lucky break, thought Cobey. At least he has a plausible excuse.


Cobey often looked around and saw all sorts of people – tall, short, fat, thin, straight, bent, weird-looking – who seemed gloriously unselfconscious about their appearance. They were smiling, laughing, holding hands.


How could this be? thought Cobey. What was wrong with them?


There were days when everyone had eyes for Cobey. Without having done anything particularly glamorous she would be walking down the street and it was all head turns and double takes from every man she passed.


Then there were days when Cobey would be dolled up on her way to a casting or on her way back from a shoot and everybody would look straight through her. She had become The Invisible Woman.


It was during these inexplicable moments that Cobey’s confidence would crash and her self-doubt would balloon. She would suddenly break her stride at the next shop window, stare deeply into her reflection and ask: Is it me or is it them?


She would study the gentle curves of her figure, the shape of her mouth, the way her hair fell. Turning her head this way, then that way, she would judge how the light fell across the contours of her face, how subtly her make-up accentuated her features, her cheeks, her eyes. Was it too much? Too little?


She would then note the way her skin gleamed, how her hair splashed off her shoulders, how splendidly flab-free her midriff was, how fine this outfit looked on her.


No, Cobey would conclude. It’s definitely them.


She must begin thinking more and more like this, Cobey told herself. Nobody looks through me and gets away with it.
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