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			Chapter 1 

			This year my parents finally let the Santa tradition die. Of course, I’ve known for ages that he wasn’t real, but I still enjoyed watching the effort Mum and Dad made to pretend. And actually, if I’m honest, I liked Pretend Santa coming. 

			When I was younger, Santa would deliver all the inexpensive things, burying them deep in a red tasselled stocking, and Mum and Dad would wrap up the important gifts, like the new pale blue bike, or a pair of rollerblades, or my second-hand mobile phone. Each year I would be amazed at how well my parents knew me, and how they would always get it right. Even after I stopped believing, the man with the beard would still visit our house in the early hours and somehow know my favourite chewing gum or the watermelon socks I’d been coveting.

			There was no discussion about it ending. The stocking just didn’t appear on Christmas Eve. I didn’t know how to tell them that I wanted to leave biscuits for Santa and carrots for the reindeer. Or that I liked Dad reading the special picture book we took out of the bookshelf once a year. I just had to let it go. 

			So this year, our first Christmas in the new house was also my first teenage Christmas. We sat around a small potted native tree Dad had decorated with flowers from the garden, and exchanged presents. Dad gave me my very own trowel to help him in the garden. I unwrapped Mum’s present thinking it was a vinyl record of my favourite singer, but then discovered it was a calendar of trees of the world. There were other things too, like a new jumper and a mint-green backpack with a pouch for my laptop, but she was really proud of the calendar. She fussed over whether she’d picked the right one. Maybe she should have gone with inspirational quotes or the world’s cutest dogs, but she explained that she saw this one and it just spoke of me. And she was right. 

			Now it’s the first thing I look at as soon as I open my eyes each morning. The photograph for January is of an Ulmus glabra ‘Lutescens’ or a golden elm. The tree is perched right on the edge of a canal in Amsterdam, the rounded canopy bowing down like it might topple into the water at any moment. The golden-green leaves fill the photograph, so it must have been captured during summer before the foliage turned brown. 

			My family are committed tree-lovers. Dad spends every day looking after them in his job at the Botanic Gardens and Mum was once a florist. Sometimes we even drive for a few hours on a Sunday to hug the trunk of a rare species. Other families enjoy weekends at the beach or going to the drive-in. My family likes nothing better than sitting at the base of the oldest tree we can find, or collecting flowers and pressing them flat in between the pages of heavy books. 

			If I were still living in my old house, the calendar would be hiding among all the other stuff on my wall, like posters and photos and clippings from my favourite magazines. But here, the calendar is currently the only thing up. Having a new room is hard. I’m not sure whether to try to make it look like my old room or go for something a bit more grown-up, so I’ve done nothing except hang the calendar.

			This house is built on the site of our old house that burned down a couple of years ago. It took me a while not to keep going past when I got off the bus because it didn’t feel like home. It’s white and shiny with sharp edges and slick lines. Our old house was full of character and life. We’ve only been in this version for six months and as hard as my parents have worked to make it our home, it still feels like it belongs to someone else. It’s just too glossy, too clean and too neat to be ours. We aren’t really a family who have doors that close without needing to be bumped. 

			But I do love my room. There’s a big bay window with a ledge just wide enough for me to curl up on and watch – yep, you guessed it – the trees outside. In the morning the light angles in and from every window you can see the garden. My walls are pale green like peppermint ice-cream and my bed is just big enough for my two best friends, Bridge and Ellie, to have a sleepover in, as long as they don’t mind being a bit squashed. 

			I have always wanted a calendar so I could mark off the days before an exciting event, like they do in the movies. I’m currently counting down until I see my friends. They’ve both selfishly been on holidays all January, so the most I’ve seen of them is on our weekly Skype chat. Now there is only one more red cross to go and we’ll all be together again. And I can’t wait.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			Before Dad can give me a pinch and a punch for the first day of the month, I turn the page on my calendar. February features a photograph of a Nothofagus gunnii or a deciduous beech. I’ve never seen one of these in the wild but Dad has. The only cold-climate deciduous tree native to Australia, it grows in mountainous parts of Tasmania. They are small, like me, usually only reaching two metres in height. And in autumn their green leaves change to an orangey-red like they are warming themselves for the cold. They have low, intertwined branches that can trip up hikers in the bush, so they are often called tanglefoot. 

			In this photograph, the leaves are just beginning to change. Some have turned a deep yellow, others are more orange and those at the bottom are still green. It’s a slow tree, perhaps a little undecided. And for that reason alone, I like it. 

			I mark a red cross in the first square of February. Three more squares until school starts, but I’m not thinking about that now. I’m in a hurry to see my friends. I pack two books that I read in the holidays that I know they’ll like. One’s a post-apocalyptic survival story, and the other is a crime. 

			It takes about nine minutes to walk to Bridge’s. Seven if I really power along. Today I tie my hair up, then release it again, fluffing it out with my fingers, so that my fringe sits just so. 

			The third time I slept over at Bridge’s house, her mum gave me a blue toothbrush – extra soft. I’m now onto my fourth. The first was binned long ago after I chewed the bristles; the second one disappeared into the large sinkhole that is Bridge’s room, which swallows single socks, black pens and hair elastics; the third one her brother used to clean the dog’s gums, so my latest is an orange bent-headed toothbrush that lives in Bridge’s bathroom drawer. Her house is like my second home, so my stomach shouldn’t be churning quite as badly as it is right now. But this is the longest I’ve ever gone without seeing Bridge. It’s been twenty-eight days, but who’s counting? 

			One of her brothers screams from somewhere inside the house and I lift my hand to knock, when her older sister Nat yanks open the door. She’s heading out, and we dodge around each other, careful not to touch.

			‘Oh, it’s just you,’ she says, deciding that I’m not worth a proper hello. 

			‘Hey, Nat.’

			She’s cropped her hair even shorter and has a silver nose-ring. She looks more of everything than she did last year. More edgy, more moody, more unimpressed. 

			‘Can’t believe that top still fits you. I wore that when I was about ten!’ she says, looking me up and down. ‘You’re so flat, Clem!’

			I wore Bridge’s hand-me-down t-shirt today because I thought it looked cute. I tug on it, trying to loosen it. I have to remind myself that Nat’s like this with everyone, but still, it hurts. I’m not a Nat fan. 

			‘Aren’t you leaving?’ I ask her, forcing myself to reply. 

			She nods like she’s surprised I spoke back to her, as my heart stretches out a beat like it’s surprised too. I step around Nat, edging her out of the way.

			‘They’re out the back,’ she says as I head inside. 

			They. Ellie must have come earlier than we agreed. 

			I dump my bag in Bridge’s room and hurry through the house to the backyard. I hear my friends laughing and I sprint for them. 

			‘Clem!’ Bridge yells. 

			We collide, a tangle of arms and legs and hugs, and I pull my two friends as close as I can while we jump around in a circle. Laughing, we tumble apart, and I stare from one to the other, trying to take them both in. Ellie is really tanned. When she smiles her teeth glow. And Bridge’s hair is all short and choppy with an undercut like Nat’s.

			The three of us are stuck in a grinning war. 

			‘You two look so different,’ I say.

			‘You don’t,’ says Bridge, pulling Ellie and me towards the house. She’s right. I don’t. Except for a few extra freckles, I’m exactly the same. ‘We’ve been waiting for you for ages, Clem!’

			‘Really? I thought you said three?’

			‘I texted to make it earlier … groan! You have to get a new phone.’

			My phone is ancient. It can’t connect to wifi and even text messages go missing. ‘Tell that to Mum!’

			Bridge’s dad calls out a hello and I wave at him, but we can’t slow to talk to parents. Not now. Bridge quickly drags us to her room and shuts the door. ‘Just in case one of my family gets any ideas they should join us!’

			She lands on the edge of the bed with a bounce and pulls a face. ‘You missed me, didn’t you?’ she says.

			‘Not at all,’ I tell her. 

			‘Me neither,’ adds Ellie. ‘I was all like, Bridget who?’

			Bridge laughs and tosses pillows, but they drop short of hitting us.

			‘How brown are you, El?’ I say. 

			Ellie looks down at her bare arm like she’s trying to work it out too. Then she shrugs. ‘Yeah, it was pretty warm in Thailand. We spent all our time in the pool. Except when I had my period.’

			‘I got mine on holidays!’ Bridge shouts. ‘I didn’t know what it was and then my tummy was all crampy and sore and Nat realised what was up.’

			I straighten out my legs and then tuck them back under. 

			‘I wonder if we’ll be in sync,’ says Ellie.

			‘I got this app that tells me what day I’m due,’ Bridge explains, waving her phone around.

			‘Yeah, but at the beginning it’s not very regular. Or at least mine aren’t.’

			Bridge looks across at me. ‘Sorry, Clem. You don’t want to talk about this.’

			I swallow hard. ‘Actually, I got mine too,’ I say, the words coming out before I can stop them. 

			Bridge squeals. ‘Really? That’s so awesome. We’ll definitely sync up.’

			‘Do you use pads?’ Ellie says. ‘I tried to use tampons because I wanted to swim, but it was …’ 

			‘Yuck? Yeah, me too,’ says Bridge.

			‘I hate tampons,’ I say, picturing all the tampons in our bathroom. The ones Mum buys. The ones I’ve ignored because they seem so far in the future. 

			‘I think I was really scared about getting my period and then when it came it was fine,’ says Bridge.

			‘Yeah, I guess,’ says Ellie. ‘As long as we don’t get it on outdoor ed camp. That would totally suck.’

			I have a flash of lying in a tent and bleeding everywhere. Without realising, I let out a fearful squeak, and Ellie giggles. 

			‘Outdoor ed camp is going to be so hard,’ whinges Bridge. ‘Nat said there were ticks and leeches.’

			Ellie starts laughing. ‘Nat just wants to freak you out. Ignore her.’

			‘But I hate camping,’ whines Bridge.

			‘You didn’t used to,’ I say, remembering how her dad used to take her and her brothers on week-long adventures during the summer.

			‘I do now,’ she says, pouting. ‘I’m only going so we can all be together.’ 

			‘I think it’ll be fun,’ I say.

			‘There’s nothing fun about carrying all your stuff and hiking in summer!’

			‘Marshmallows on a stick are fun,’ says Ellie. 

			‘Sleeping in a tent is fun,’ I add.

			‘Being squashed between the two of us is fun,’ says Ellie. 

			Bridge groans, and Ellie grins at me. Then Bridge’s face lights up as if she’s thought of something thrilling. ‘Ellie, tell us about Sammy.’ 

			Ellie shrugs and starts going through her backpack. I wonder what I’m missing. ‘Sammy?’ I ask, my voice sounding small. 

			Ellie pulls out a large packet of KitKats and holds them up. ‘He goes to our school. He was in 7D last year. He was staying at the same villa. He’s just a boy.’

			‘A cute boy,’ says Bridge. ‘I saw that photo on Instagram. You could totally tell you liked each other.’

			‘Oh,’ I say, feeling a hard lump settle in my chest. Mum won’t let me have Instagram yet. Most of the time I’m fine with it, but sometimes when my friends know things I don’t, a jealousy bubble floats up and I have to work hard to pop it. 

			Bridge snatches the packet of chocolate and rips it open.

			‘They’re for Clem!’ Ellie shouts. 

			‘Sharing,’ says Bridge, tossing me a stick.

			‘Green tea flavour,’ says Ellie. ‘Not sure what they taste like.’

			‘Same colour as my new backpack,’ I say, nodding at the bag I dumped in Bridge’s room. 

			‘Same colour as my new bra,’ Bridge says, pulling up her top. I look away as Ellie laughs. ‘Nat picked it. Better than when Mum took me last year. She kept telling me I needed something more than a crop top, now that I had real boobs.’ 

			‘Try going with your dad,’ says Ellie. ‘He left me at the counter with some old lady and it was excruciating. She wanted to give me a fitting.’

			Bridge giggles and grabs another chocolate bar. ‘Hope you said no.’

			‘Yeah, course. I just grabbed three of the same ones that looked okay and told Dad I was done.’

			I lean back on my hands, feeling the straps of my crop top dig into my shoulders. I’d noticed my friends were a bit bigger than me, but I still thought we were all sort of the same. I try to look at their chests, really quickly so they won’t notice, but Ellie’s hunched forwards and wearing a loose dress so it’s hard to tell. Bridge has always had a different shape than me, and as she raises her arm up in conversation, I sneak a quick look. There are real boobs there. I look away fast. 

			‘Well, I missed you two,’ says Bridge. 

			‘I would’ve missed you more if Thailand wasn’t so amazing.’ Ellie smiles as she slides down from the bed and lands next to me on the floor, stretching out her legs that seem even longer than they were in December.

			‘Are we doing running club this year, El?’ I ask.

			Bridge groans. ‘You can’t. It’s boring. Tell us about Sammy.’

			Ellie laughs. ‘Yes, to running club. And Sammy’s nice.’

			‘Show Clem a photo!’ Bridge shrieks.

			Ellie pulls out her phone and starts scrolling. 

			‘Is that a new phone?’ Bridge leans down to take a look.

			‘Yeah. Dad got it for me for Christmas.’ 

			‘You’re so lucky. I have to wait until one of my parents gets rid of theirs and then it goes to Nat and then comes to me. By that time the battery dies after about an hour and the buttons don’t work.’ Bridge slumps back on the bed.

			‘I think he bought it for me because he’s getting serious about his girlfriend,’ says Ellie. ‘She’s fine but she’s not Mum.’

			Ellie doesn’t talk about her mum very often. Not like at the beginning, right after she’d died. ‘I feel like she’s fading. And soon she’ll be replaced altogether.’

			‘Not true, El,’ I say, leaning over and rubbing her shoulder. 

			She shrugs and holds up her phone. ‘This is Sammy.’ A boy is doing a handstand and Ellie zooms in on his face. He’s smiling and his hair is flopping down. I recognise him from school, but I’ve never talked to him. With over one hundred and twenty kids in each year level, if someone isn’t in one of your classes, you don’t really know them. 

			‘Did you kiss?’ Bridge whispers like it’s something secretive.

			Ellie sucks in her bottom lip and my eyes widen automatically. I thought kissing was years away. ‘Only on the cheek,’ she says finally. 

			‘He’s cute, El,’ says Bridge, grabbing the phone for a closer look. 

			‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Really cute.’ My words sound mechanical, like I’m just repeating everything Bridge says. 

			Ellie looks at me and a smile spreads across her face. ‘You’re right, Clem. It’s really boring!’

			I shake my head. ‘No … it’s not …’

			Both Ellie and Bridge crack up laughing. Then Bridge picks up a pillow and brings it down hard on my head. ‘Pillow fight,’ she yells.

			Before I know it, one of them is squashing me and the other is beating me with feathers and I can finally let out the air I’ve been holding in since I arrived.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 

			I lied. Lied, lied, lied. I was never going to lie to them again and now I have. 

			I left Bridge’s house this morning pretending I was just like them. And I’m not. I don’t have my period. I don’t wear a bra. I don’t think Sammy’s cute. 

			As I push the vacuum around my bedroom, I keep thinking about my friends. They both seem older. The movie Bridge made us watch was all romantic. She oohed and aahed every time the ‘cute’ boy was on screen, and I pretended to find the fingernail on my left thumb fascinating. 

			‘You missed a spot,’ says Dad from the doorway. 

			I swing the vacuum around, threatening to suck up his t-shirt, and he leaps back. ‘I’m thinking passionfruit sorbet and raspberry ripple. You almost done?’

			I look at my room. The bed isn’t made. There are half-drunk cups of tea everywhere and my clothes are draped across the furniture. ‘Yep.’

			He laughs. ‘Gelato trumps cleaning?’

			‘Always.’

			On Sundays in the summer holidays Dad and I head to the best gelato place around for a double scoop. Sometimes Dad tries about fifteen flavours before he actually commits to one. He says he’s indecisive. I say he just wants free samples. 

			He pulls me close for a hug. He smells like the earth. He always smells like the earth, even when he’s just showered. It’s in his skin and he can’t scrub it away and it’s one of the things I love most about him. That, and the fact that Dad doesn’t ruin moments by talking too much. He just squashes me up until I relax again. I drop the vacuum and he steers me towards the door. 

			‘I don’t have shoes on!’

			‘Grab your thongs then. Come on, your mum’s hungry.’

			‘Mum’s coming? She doesn’t usually eat gelato.’

			‘I think it’s an end-of-holidays thing,’ says Dad. ‘She’s feeling sentimental.’

			The gelato shop is not far from our house. We walk along the hot footpath, trying to stay under the line of trees. At some point I look across and realise my parents are holding hands and it makes me slow a little, dropping in behind them. I tell myself it’s because the footpath isn’t wide enough for the three of us, but really it’s because I like watching them together like that.

			It’s Dad who reaches his other hand back to grab mine and drag me up in line with them. I clutch his warm brown fingers like I’m little again. 

			The queue for the gelato shop snakes right down the street and around the corner. It’s always like this on a Sunday in summer. The neighbourhood seems to decide they want gelato all at the same time and they’re prepared to wait in the hot sun to have it. We join the end and I count off the groups of customers in my head, trying to work out how long it will take to get inside the shop.

			I’m wearing Dad’s gardening hat because I was dragged out of the house so fast I forgot mine. It’s stiff with dirt and age and it slides down my face because it’s about three sizes too big. Mum is wearing the sunhat Dad bought her for Christmas. It’s straw and shaped like a cowboy hat, and it makes her look playful. It’s not that long ago she was suffering from depression, so seeing her like this is pretty special. Poor hatless Dad has his hand up to create a wedge of shadow across his eyes so he doesn’t have to squint.

			‘What if they’ve run out of peach?’ Dad asks.

			‘I thought you wanted passionfruit today.’

			He shrugs with a grin. ‘Changed my mind.’

			‘Why don’t you have passionfruit and peach?’ Mum asks.

			Dad pulls a face of mock horror at me. ‘Clem, can you please explain to your mother the rules of gelato?’

			‘Mum, we never have two sorbets. The rule is one fruit and one cream. It’s the way we roll.’

			‘That’s just silly.’

			‘Not silly,’ Dad tells her, winking at me.

			And together, in perfect unison, we face Mum and say, ‘It’s tradition!’

			‘Well, I’m having chocolate and vanilla,’ she says stubbornly.

			‘Bor-ing,’ I say. 

			As we round the corner, I spy a couple of girls from my school. I know the pink-haired one was in Bridge’s Italian class last year, but I’ve never spoken to either of them. I drop Dad’s hat down a bit further over my face so even if they look this way they probably won’t notice me. It’s not like I mind being seen out with my parents; it’s just that they are together and I’m with my parents!

			‘Earth to Clem?’ Dad says.

			‘Sorry, what?’ 

			‘You’re so caught up in the idea of year eight you can’t hear me?’

			I realise Dad’s been asking me questions which I’ve completely missed. 

			‘How you feeling about going back to school?’ he asks. 

			I give him a shrug and save the eye roll because I know he understands what I mean without it. 

			‘You’ll be fine, kiddo. You always are,’ he tells me, slinging an arm around my shoulders. 

			‘Thanks, Dad.’

			Just at that moment the girls from school walk past, licking ice-creams. The pink-haired one looks over as she passes; a row of piercings snakes along her ear. She turns to her friend and says, ‘Can’t remember the last time I was out with my parents.’

			Her friend laughs. Luckily, Dad is oblivious because he’s chatting to Mum. 

			Embarrassed, I squirm loose from Dad, shrugging his arm off. ‘Sorry, too hot.’ 

			‘Yeah, you look a bit red,’ he says, manoeuvring me into the cool blast of air conditioning coming from the entrance of the shop. 

			I know my face isn’t red because of the heat. I shouldn’t care what some girl says about my Sunday tradition. I don’t even know her. 

			Mum touches my arm and asks, ‘So did Ellie enjoy Thailand?’

			‘Yeah.’ 

			Mum loves trying to dig through all the small moments of my friendships and sometimes I wish we could just talk about the weather. 

			‘I bet she loved the food,’ she adds.

			‘I dunno.’

			‘Didn’t you talk about it?’

			Jaw clenched, I shake my head. Mum gives the little giggle she’s perfected when she thinks I’m behaving like a teen. 

			‘What?’

			‘Going overseas is a big deal,’ says Mum. ‘At least it used to be. I would have thought you’d talk about it.’

			‘We aren’t like you, Mum!’

			Mum frowns and I turn away. ‘I’m just trying to make small talk, Clem. Find out about your friends.’

			‘Well, maybe don’t.’ As soon as I’ve said it, I wish I could take the words back. I’m not angry with her. ‘Sorry,’ I mumble, not looking at Mum because I know she’ll be hurt. I suddenly realise that not only did I get sprung hanging out with my parents, but I’m also wearing Dad’s crusty hat. I yank it off and shake my hair out. 

			‘S’pose you think you’re giving it back now,’ says Dad, bending down so I can plonk the hat back on his head. 

			Mum starts to order while we bustle around her, scanning the silver buckets of flavours. Dad asks if he can try peach and the girl hands him over a taster on a little wooden stick. 

			‘It’s too busy for tasting, Neil,’ says Mum. 

			But Dad grins at the girl behind the counter and she just smiles back, like she knows what his routine is and doesn’t mind. ‘One more,’ he tells us, pointing to a new flavour.

			I decide to make a swift choice for a change and jump in while Dad is still sorting himself out. I choose a double waffle cone with raspberry sorbet and nougat cream. 

			‘You had raspberry last week,’ says Dad. ‘Breaking the rules, kiddo.’

			I shrug at him. It’s really his rule that we can’t have the same flavour two weeks in a row. 

			‘I’m disappointed,’ he jokes and, as the girl hands mine over, Dad plucks it from her and licks the bright red sorbet before I can reach it. ‘Yum.’

			‘You owe me,’ I tell him.

			Outside, while we wait for Dad, Mum and I both work on demolishing our ice-creams in our own special way. She licks hers from the bottom up, smoothing out the edges and making sure it doesn’t drip. I start from the top and work my way down. Possibly a messier way to go, but I like trying to beat the ice-cream so that it’s in my tummy before it’s had a chance to melt. 

			‘Passionfruit and raspberry ripple,’ says Dad, holding out his cone like it’s a trophy.

			I laugh because those were the flavours he originally mentioned. 

			‘Taste for a taste?’ Dad says.

			‘You already had a taste of mine,’ I say and then drag my tongue across the top of his ice-cream, taking in as much as I can. 

			‘You play hard, kiddo!’

			Our gelato tradition isn’t just walking down and buying a double cone; it’s also sitting under the largest of the elm trees in the park across the road while we eat our ice-creams. As we head off, I see the girls from school sitting under our tree. 

			‘Actually, it’s too hot for the park,’ I say, stepping back onto the kerb.

			‘No, it’s cool under the Ulmus,’ says Dad, using the Latin name for an elm to make sure we remember plants are his thing.

			‘I just want to go home,’ I say, my voice cracking.

			Dad looks at me closely, inspecting my face to find what I’m not admitting to. He looks back across the road, scanning the park for clues. 

			‘Do you know those girls?’ Mum asks, getting the answer much faster than Dad. 

			‘They go to my school,’ I tell her, looking at my thongs and focussing hard on the chipping nail polish on my big toe that Bridge painted months ago.

			‘Clem’s right. It’s too hot,’ she says after a beat.

			When I was younger, I’d race in from school and tell Mum things, tricky things about friends and feelings. Now I do that less and less. So I’m not prepared for how wobbly it makes my legs when she smiles at me and turns away from the road so that we can start walking home. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 

			The pink-haired girl’s name is Jacqs. I messaged Bridge last night and it’s taken her hours to get back to me. Apparently, she didn’t get the message because my phone decided to eat it up, along with Ellie’s message about going for a run yesterday. Bridge said she chatted to Jacqs a few times last year but didn’t like her much because she wasn’t very friendly. 

			Then Bridge changed the subject and wanted to know when Matt was coming back because apparently Nat is keen to see him. I’m keen to see him too, but Matt’s on exchange in Italy until the end of March. I met Matt when he moved into the block of flats I was living in with Dad while our house was being built. Even though he’s older than me, he’s my friend, not Nat’s, so I was a bit vague with Bridge about when he’s coming back. I never liked him hanging around with Nat. 

			‘Clem, are you getting up?’ Mum’s in the doorway to my room, wearing a jumper I haven’t seen before.

			‘In a sec. I’m just enjoying my last day of freedom.’ I’m lying in bed reading a book I got for Christmas. 

			Bridge won’t let her mum come into her room, but both my parents wander in all the time. Mum heads over to the calendar. She must notice the little bomb I’ve drawn in tomorrow’s square. ‘Nice,’ she says.

			‘A symbol of school starting,’ I tell her. 

			She laughs. ‘Won’t be that bad!’

			‘Might be,’ I say, imagining that I’m stuck in a class with Jacqs. 

			Mum sweeps open my curtains, letting all the sunlight rush in. It’s her way of making me move, but I’m resisting today. I can see Dad working in the garden, and he looks up and gives us a goofy wave. Then I see him stop and chat to someone but I can’t see who it is.

			‘Ellie’s here,’ says Mum. She has a better view than I do.

			‘Really?’

			‘Now are you going to get dressed?’ 

			‘Nah!’ I roll out of bed in my t-shirt and pyjama shorts. ‘She’s seen me like this before. She won’t care.’

			Ellie presses her face against the window and blows out her cheeks. Then she laughs and disappears in the direction of the front door. She’s already letting herself in by the time I reach the hallway. She’s all limbs and ponytail. ‘Brought you a present,’ she says, holding out a small wrapped package.

			‘Why?’

			She smiles. ‘It’s actually a present for me just as much as it is for you!’

			‘Sounds suspicious … you coming in?’

			‘Is that okay? Thought you were busy today.’

			I was supposed to be having lunch with Mum, but I think she’ll understand. It’s not like I haven’t spent most of the holidays with her. Besides, I rarely hang out with Ellie without Bridge too, so I’m going to soak it up.

			‘You’re just in time for breakfast,’ I tell her.

			‘It’s almost lunchtime.’ 

			She follows me into the kitchen.

			‘Pancakes?’

			‘Always,’ says Ellie. ‘But open your present first.’

			‘I was being polite.’

			I rip the green-striped paper from one edge and a smartphone drops out into my hand. It’s shiny and silver and I recognise the owl case Ellie bought when we started year seven.

			‘It’s a real phone!’ I squeal.

			‘Yeah, it’s my old one,’ Ellie explains. ‘Dad said it was okay to pass it on.’

			‘Oh, that’s the actual best.’ I rush around the bench to give her a hug, just as Mum walks into the kitchen. ‘What’s the best?’

			‘Ellie’s giving me her old phone.’ I hold up the smartphone.

			‘Oh. That’s very generous, Ellie.’ 

			‘It really is. Now I can get messages in real time. Finally!’

			Mum doesn’t say anything and I know she won’t be happy with that idea. Mum liked that the internet wouldn’t work properly on my old phone. We’ve had a few arguments about phones, and the latest agreement was that when I turned fourteen they would buy me a smartphone that would actually function. This is only about 240 days early.

			‘We can set it up now if you like,’ Ellie says. 

			I pull Ellie off the stool and hurry out of the kitchen. We almost make it to the hall when Mum says, ‘Clem, can I talk to you for a minute?’

			In the second I look at Ellie, intensely and with a certain expression, I know she understands. But she shrugs and tells me she’ll go and check out my room. I wait until I’m sure she’s far enough down the hall, that she won’t hear us talking. 

			‘It’s lovely that you have a new phone, but no Instagram until you’re fourteen. Okay?’

			‘I’m the only person in my year without it.’

			Mum tries to manoeuvre me around so that she can stare into my eyes while we have the rest of this conversation. It’s one of her tactics. ‘I doubt that. And you don’t have to be like everyone else. It’s good to be different.’

			‘Not when you’re thirteen and a half.’

			Mum smiles and I can tell she’s remembering what that felt like. ‘It’s only eight more months. And if you’re spending too much time on your new phone …’

			‘It goes in the fruit bowl. I know!’

			‘And we aren’t paying more for your monthly plan, Clem.’

			‘Okay.’ I have this really cheap plan that means hardly any data which is fine on the old phone, but probably not so fine on the new one. I’ll save that argument for another day.

			She keeps holding my shoulders because she’s making sure we have an agreement. ‘Okay,’ she finally says, releasing me. 

			Before this torture can continue, I skip quickly away from her reach. ‘Thanks, Mum,’ I call over my shoulder as I head down to my room. 

			Ellie is sprawled on my bed, chewing her bottom lip. It’s the thing she does when she suspects she’s about to be called on in class by one of our teachers. She looks up as I come in. ‘Am I in trouble?’ 

			‘No. I just had the fruit bowl rule explained to me. Again.’

			She laughs. There have been plenty of days when I haven’t had a phone because it’s been confiscated and dumped among the citrus and the apples. 

			I hand Ellie my old battered phone and watch as she takes out the sim cards and fiddles with the little tray so that she can change them over. She holds down the button on her old phone until the screen lights up.

			‘I took most of the apps off, but made you a playlist so you can listen to it when you go running.’

			I’m grinning so hard my face hurts. Ellie spins the phone around and presses her head against mine. ‘Selfie time.’

			She brings the phone closer so we can both see the photograph. She looks gorgeous as always, and I look like her little sister.

			I pull a face. ‘Ew. Delete.’

			‘It’s nice.’

			‘No. I’m still in my pyjamas.’

			She looks at my top as if she’s only just noticed it. I don’t usually wear it outside the house, but the cotton has been washed so many times it’s the softest thing I own. Pale blue with unicorn faces faded across it.

			Ellie laughs. ‘Unicorns are in.’

			‘Maybe if you’re five!’

			She kills the photo for me and hands over the phone. I stroke the smooth, uncracked screen. 

			‘Now we need to set up Instagram,’ she says.

			I hold the phone tight in both hands like I’m asking it to tell me what to do. 

			‘Clem?’ She unlocks her phone and gives it to me. ‘This is my account. Have a look. It’s really not that scary …’

			I realise she thinks I’m stalling because of fear, not because of Mum. I look at photos of her feet buried in the sand with green-painted nails poking through; another where she’s grinning at Sammy grinning at her; and one where she’s sitting at a restaurant with a huge fish plated in front of her. The last photo is of Bridge and Ellie. With thick make-up on her eyes, Bridge looks at least fifteen. I stare at it for ages, trying to see my friend, trying to see the bits of her I’ve known since we were little. I try and imagine myself posing like that. 

			‘You just take photos of things you like,’ says Ellie. 

			‘Trees?’ I’m only partly joking when I say it. 

			‘If you want. It could be good practice for photography class. You don’t have to post stuff. You can just message people. Set your account to private so you decide if you want someone to follow you.’

			‘And there’s no way Mum would know?’

			Ellie sits back. ‘No, but …’

			‘Okay. Do it!’ I hand her my phone, like I’ve passed some sort of teenage test.

			‘You sure?’

			I nod. ‘Yep.’

			‘Need an account name,’ she says. 

			‘Elm-O.’

			‘Like that puppet from Sesame Street?’

			I roll my eyes at her. ‘No-ooo. Like the tree.’

			Ellie’s face lights up like she finds me amusing. ‘Okay. Little blue guy, here we go …’

			‘I think he’s actually red, El.’

			She ignores me as she starts setting up the account. ‘I need a photo of you for your account.’

			‘Use Elmo.’

			Ellie shuffles closer and I notice how suntanned and freckle-free her face is. If I’m in the sun for more than an hour, freckles pop up all over the place. 

			‘Smile,’ she says, holding up my phone.

			I cover the top part of my face with my hands, so it’s just my mouth and nose poking out. 

			‘Perfect, look.’

			She places the phone in my lap and I look down at what is now the first official internet version of me. I’m not sure how I feel about it. 

			Mum pokes her head around the door and I shove the phone under my leg, throwing Ellie a quick look that I think she gets. ‘I’ve made pancakes, girls.’

			‘Oh, yum, thanks,’ says Ellie.

			‘We’ll be out in a minute, Mum,’ I say.

			Mum nods and slowly backs away, but I can’t be sure she isn’t hovering near the door. I hold my finger up to my lips and Ellie nods as my stomach rumbles.

			‘Pancake time,’ Ellie says, laughing. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			It’s D-day, so I draw a red cross over the calendar square, detonating the bomb. My room does look a little like a bomb has gone off. There are clothes everywhere. I always thought I wanted a full-length mirror, but now that I’ve got one in my new room, I realise it’s just another distraction sent to test me. I’m wearing my soft pastel striped t-shirt and hand-me-down shorts. The t-shirt is loose but it only comes to my waist so I look a bit older than usual. I’ve tried to fix my hair but it’s behaving badly this morning, so I’ve settled on half up, half down. I’m almost happy with how I look, except for a very obvious red pimple on my cheek that is growing as I watch it. 

			‘Clem, you’d better head off or you’ll miss the bus,’ shouts Mum down the hall. 

			I’m supposed to be meeting Bridge on the 8.17 bus. I grab my backpack, hoping I’m not supposed to take all my new schoolbooks on the first day, and rush out, pulling the door closed so Mum can’t comment on my floordrobe.

			I head for the kitchen where Mum hands me a thermos of tea and a small metal box. ‘It’s leftover rice salad and some vegan brownie,’ she says. 

			I shove the food into the top of my bag.

			‘Don’t forget sunscreen. And take a hat – it’s going to be hot.’

			I back away before I get the full lecture. 

			‘What about breakfast?’ she asks me, holding out a banana. 

			‘Not hungry.’ I can’t stand eating in the mornings. Not this early anyway. 

			‘It’s only a banana.’

			I pull a face at the browning skin. Nobody wants to eat a banana that looks like that. Mum’s a big fan of nutrition, particularly at 8am, when all I want to do is sip very sweet, very milky tea and contemplate my wardrobe.

			I bounce into her and drop a kiss on her cheek. 

			‘Have a great day, honey,’ she says.

			I’m settling for surviving, but I’m not going to tell her that. High school is never really about great days, but parents say it anyway, as if somehow that will make it come true.

			My new phone beeps as I reach the front door. I’m sure it’ll be Bridge, hassling me to be on time. But it’s not. It’s Dad. He’s just learned how to find his emojis on his phone and he’s filled my screen with grinning yellow faces. Smiling, I send him back a thumbs up emoji, and hurry for the bus, which is pulling up at the stop.

			Last year we sat towards the front because the older kids hogged the back, but Bridge decided that now we’re in year eight we can approach the last third, so I take an empty two-seater and hope I’ve chosen correctly.

			Taking the bus means sitting up high and watching the world, headphones on, with Ellie’s indie girl rock playlist cranked up loud. While the bus winds around the suburban streets, I pull out my Christmas present from Bridge. It’s pale pink lip gloss, sticky and sweet, and it’s supposed to make my lips kissable. Or that’s what Bridge said when she gave it to me. I haven’t used it yet. I squirt some onto my bottom lip and rub my lips together, hoping that it’s inside the lines. I try and see my reflection in the window but I’m too faint, like a ghost of a girl. 

			Slumped down in my seat, I snap a selfie, then enlarge my face. My lips look like they belong to someone else, plumped and pink. I rub off the gloss on the back of my hand and then rub my hand on my top. I automatically go to delete the photo and then stop myself. Perhaps now that I’m in year eight I should keep it. At least for the moment. The bus pulls in and Bridge bursts on. She slides in next to me and hugs me hard and I smell something sweet and citrusy. Her pink t-shirt is so short I can see the rise of her stomach as she lets me go. If I wore that, I’d probably end up in the fruit bowl too. 

			‘Nat did smoky eyes for me. What do you think?’ Bridge is fluttering her eyelashes and I notice the dark smudges.

			‘Wow!’ I manage.

			She grins. ‘Cool, huh?’

			‘How come Nat’s being so nice?’ I ask, relieved that she’s not on the bus this morning. Occasionally Nat makes an effort but it’s rare and it often involves her wanting something. 

			‘Mum says she’s growing up,’ Bridge says, taking her phone out and scrolling through messages. ‘She was nice all holidays. Actually, that’s a lie.’ 

			Bridge laughs as she tells me about Nat locking her out of the beach house because she wanted the guy she’d met to come over and didn’t want Bridge hanging around. I laugh at the image of Bridge sitting on the doorstep, waiting for someone to come home and let her in.

			‘Mum was going to ground Nat for weeks, but I sort of lied for her so it was okay. Since then she’s been friendlier. She even followed me on Instagram,’ she says, holding up her phone so I can see Nat’s name. 

			Before the summer holidays Bridge was excited that she had ninety-two followers, all from our school. Now she has hundreds. I snatch her phone without even thinking and hold it closer to make sure I’m seeing right. ‘You have four hundred and twenty-one followers?’

			Bridge shrugs. ‘Yeah, you know how it goes. Someone follows you and then it just sort of spreads. Nat says it’s like a fire and you just have to know how to stoke it properly.’

			‘But you don’t even know four hundred and twenty-one people!’

			Bridge laughs at me and takes back her phone, sliding it into the pocket on her shorts. ‘You sound like Mum. She thinks it’s devil’s business.’ I smile as Bridge makes little horn signs on her head. ‘I keep telling her it’s the way that young people communicate and it drives her nuts. I can’t believe Ellie gave you her phone!’

			Bridge grabs it from my lap. ‘You probably won’t even use it for anything except listening to music.’

			‘I will.’

			‘Promise? Or you have to give it to me.’ Bridge gives me a look with her smoky eyes and it’s freaky how much she looks like Nat. 

			The bus pulls into the stop closest to the school and for a second I’m tempted to stay on and keep riding the streets all day, sitting in the nice cool air con, but Bridge is up and shoving me to hurry. Kids stream around us towards the school gates. There’s a small group of them about my height out the front. Some are being photographed by parents, and I realise they are the year sevens, awkwardly huddled together before they head inside.

			‘Newbies,’ says Bridge as we walk past.

			I look back, trying to find one who looks as overwhelmed as I did last year. I was the shortest girl in the school and my backpack swamped me, and because I wasn’t in a class with friends, I was super nervous. 

			‘So glad that’s not us,’ Bridge says as we head into the main building. It smells like bread and spaghetti and sweat, and it’s strangely comforting. People are hugging and chatting in the hallways, excited to see each other, if not excited to be back. Bridge calls out hello to a couple of boys I don’t know, and I fall in behind her, like she’s in charge.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6 

			Double photography without one of my friends for security means that the universe dictates pink-haired Jacqs is in my class. I inwardly groan when I see her and take a seat as far away from her as possible and pull out my sketchpad and pencils. Bridge said she spent a lot of time last year just sketching for this class, so I’m trying to be prepared. A boy sits down next to me, which makes me shuffle along so that the metal legs of my chair are hard up against the table. 

			‘2B or not 2B?’ the boy whispers at me.

			‘What?’

			He grins and I notice how smiley his eyes are. ‘Sorry, bad Shakespeare joke.’

			It still takes me a second. Then I smile back. ‘Oh! Yes. Um …’ I pick the pencil up and read the side. ‘Actually, it’s an HB.’

			He nods. ‘Wise choice. Harder lead makes it harder to snap the point.’

			He’s wearing a faded black band t-shirt of the Ramones, and his hair flops down over his eyes. I look away, not wanting to be caught staring.

			‘I hope this is easier than woodwork was last year,’ he says. ‘Not my thing.’

			‘Mine neither,’ I say a little too loud. ‘My elephant’s trunk broke off completely!’

			‘Bummer.’

			‘Yeah.’ I think about how Mum tried to display my bookends on the shelf so that you couldn’t tell I’d stuck the trunk back on with the wrong sort of glue.

			Our teacher comes into the class carrying a large plastic box. She places it on the bench and then pushes her glasses that are sliding down her nose back up before looking out at us all. ‘I’m Louisa,’ she says in a warm, clear voice. ‘And this is photography.’

			As she starts to take the roll, I peer across the room to spy on Jacqs. She’s leaning forwards, picking at the nail polish on her thumb. 

			‘Clem Timmins?’

			I’m totally distracted but I realise my name has been called. ‘Yeah, here,’ I say, and a couple of people laugh.

			The boy next to me flashes me a smile and I wonder how many times the teacher called my name before I answered. I can feel my cheeks reddening and I roll my pencil along the table for something to do. 

			‘Welcome, everyone,’ says Louisa. ‘I’m guessing most of you are here because you want to improve your Instagram feed.’

			A few people behind me cheer and the teacher smiles. 

			‘Your first assignment is a triptych, three photos that define how you see yourselves. But I don’t want three selfies.’

			There are groans this time but I don’t care. 

			‘In year eight we start with basics, like composition, imagery and framing. Before I let you outside to photograph every little thing you see, I want you to sketch an image that you think explains some aspect of who you are. What will you focus on? What makes it interesting? Hopefully you’ve remembered to bring pencils and notebooks. If not, then buddy up with someone who can lend you some.’

			The boy next to me leans across and says, ‘I’m Tom and I have no pencils.’

			‘I’m Clem and I do have pencils.’

			He pulls a sort of pathetic face and I roll a pencil across the table towards him. 

			‘It’s sharp too,’ he says, pressing the end.

			‘Do you need paper?’

			He shakes his head and his hair droops down over one eye. ‘I was just going to draw on the table!’

			I blink, unsure if he’s joking. Then he pulls a silly face. 

			‘Here, you can use this. I have two.’ I hand him my other art notebook. ‘Just pull the sheets out at the back.’

			‘Thanks, Clem-with-the-pencils.’

			All around us, the room is buzzing. Chairs are scraping and people are chatting. Bridge always says the art electives are bludge classes, but they are some of my favourites. My first choice this year was glass, but I didn’t get it. Photography was my second. I only chose glass because when Mum stayed with her sister after our house burned down she worked on a giant glass mosaic for months. It ended up being the central feature of a lavender garden at my auntie’s place. Mum told me it was therapeutic, like doing a 1000-piece jigsaw. 

			‘Try not to make your drawing too complicated,’ says Louisa over the noise of the class. ‘You want a couple of simple elements that work well together.’

			Without planning, I outline a box shape and then get to work sketching my Separation Tree. The tree was my favourite at the Botanic Gardens and the place I’d wait for Dad to meet me after he’d finished work, until it was vandalised twice and it had to be cut down. 

			Now we have a tiny Separation Tree growing in our backyard, propagated by Dad from the one at his work. Even though it barely comes to my knees, it’s still my favourite place to sit in our garden.

			I know I can’t photograph the original tree, but I’m using my memory of it so that I can work on the framing and composition of what I want my photograph to look like. I draw the foliage at the top and several large strong branches leading from the thick trunk. While I draw, I can hear Tom tapping the table like he’s playing a piano. I glance across and watch his fingers until he notices me looking and stops. ‘Sorry, bad habit.’

			I shrug and go back to my drawing. 

			‘Nice,’ says Tom, leaning across so he can check out my picture.

			‘Thanks,’ I tell him and then move my arm so that he can’t really see anything. It’s embarrassing having him look at my sketch.

			‘Do you like mine?’ He slides the notebook over. He’s drawn a large ice-cream cone with three scoops balanced on top.

			‘Yum,’ I say.

			‘Yeah, I didn’t have breakfast. Probably why I’m drawing food.’

			‘Me neither.’

			‘Are you going to eat your tree?’

			I laugh. ‘No. I’m not a giraffe.’ 

			‘Pleased to hear it,’ he says. He starts drawing the outline of a hand holding the ice-cream cone. 

			Louisa weaves between the tables pausing to give feedback or make a comment. Paper crane earrings dangle from her ears, like the origami Bridge and I used to make. Bridge’s dad stored them all in a large basket in the shed but the roof leaked one winter and they turned into a soggy lumpy mess. I’m not sure I could remember how to fold a crane now, and it was only two years ago. 

			‘Nice ice-cream, Tom. But maybe think about what could be occurring in the background,’ suggests Louisa. 

			‘I like the detail, Clem,’ she says, before moving to the next table. 

			‘I hate having to redo things. I’m not patient at all. Are you?’ Tom says quietly.

			‘Sometimes. Depends what it is.’

			‘Yeah, I guess I’m happy to play the same piece of music over and over on the piano until I master it, but if I have to learn some maths equations then I’d rather have a nap.’

			‘Is that why you tap the table?’

			‘Yeah. Drives my mum mad. She thinks I do it to annoy her, but I don’t. I just have a song in my head most of the time and it’s my way of getting it out.’ 

			‘I like your t-shirt,’ I tell him.

			He looks down like he’s trying to remember which one he’s wearing. ‘Ramones. Best band in the world.’

			I shake my head. ‘Fleetwood Mac is.’ 

			‘You are so wrong, Clem-with-the-pencils!’ 

			Before I can think of something to say, Louisa has reached the front of the room and is addressing us all about our drawings. As the noise settles and most of the talking stops, all that can be heard is the faint scratching of pencils rubbing against the page and Tom’s fingers tapping on the table just near my arm.

			Last year I never would have talked to a boy I didn’t know if I wasn’t with Bridge or Ellie. Maybe I am growing up after all. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 7 

			Bridge and Ellie are already eating their lunches by the time I find them near the grassy hill of the park. Because our school doesn’t have grounds, we are allowed to cross the road to the large council park at lunch. There are teachers on duty, but it means we can spread out in a big area of grass or sprawl under a tree. 

			‘How was food tech?’ 

			To answer, Bridge holds up a large slice of what looks like pie. ‘We made quiche. Want some?’

			‘Is it nice?’

			Ellie has a mouthful and nods. ‘It’s yum.’

			Bridge breaks me off a chunk and hands it over. ‘You could photograph it for Instagram!’

			‘I’d prefer to eat it,’ I tell her. The pastry is still warm. I nibble on the end. It’s delicious.

			‘Should have picked food, Clem. Bet photography was boring!’

			‘No. It was good.’

			‘Who did you sit with?’

			Bridge always wants to know the details of social situations. She often demands to know about conversations too, like I’m keeping a script and can just rattle off every little comment everyone said. 

			‘A boy called Tom.’

			She raises an eyebrow and I wait for her to tease me. I keep eating the quiche. 

			‘Tom with the dark hair?’

			I pretend to think and then I nod. I can still see his face very clearly, but I’m not about to let on to Bridge. 

			‘Glasses or no glasses?’ Bridge asks, needing to place him now. She hates it if we know more about someone than she does. Bridge is like the middle of a Venn diagram. She likes to think that everything overlaps her. 

			‘No glasses,’ I tell her.

			She nods. ‘Tom Hudson. Sort of cute.’

			I shrug and finish eating the quiche, brushing the crumbs off my t-shirt. I wish she wouldn’t do that. Reduce everyone to a category of cuteness. Or not.

			‘Did he talk to you?’

			Ellie starts laughing and I join in. Bridge frowns. ‘What’s funny?’

			‘You are. Eat more quiche and stop interrogating her!’ says Ellie, holding out her plate of quiche. 

			‘I’m not. I’m just keeping an eye on Clem’s social life.’

			I take another chunk of quiche. ‘Yeah, we chatted all class.’

			Bridge’s eyes widen. ‘Really?’

			‘Really,’ I say, in the coolest tone I can manage. Then I take out my metal lunch box and open it. There’s a squashed brownie hanging from the lid. I offer it to my friends. ‘Anyone?’

			Ellie pinches a corner. ‘Wait, is this your mum’s?’

			‘Yep.’

			Ellie inspects the brownie. ‘Is that beetroot?’ 

			‘Probably.’

			She shakes her head. ‘You have to tell her, Clem. No more healthy bits smuggled into sweet bits. It doesn’t work.’

			I sniff the brownie and it smells suspiciously like soil. I go to put the lid back on, but Ellie stops me, breaks off a scrap and pops the corner piece in her mouth. ‘It’s actually pretty good. If you’re not going to eat the rest, I will.’

			I hand over the tin. ‘All yours.’

			‘So I think this year we have to branch out a bit, what do you think? Make new friends?’ Bridge asks as she scans the hill for potential candidates.

			‘You can,’ says Ellie.

			‘Aren’t we playing soccer this year?’ I ask, wondering why the boys have already started a game, but we are here eating brownies that smell like dirt.

			‘Nope,’ says Bridge.

			Ellie’s face is covered in chocolate crumbs and she wipes it with the back of her hand. ‘But Clem and I like playing soccer.’

			‘Time for new,’ says Bridge.

			‘I don’t like new,’ I tell her. ‘That’s why we’re still friends. Because I’ve known you since prep!’

			‘You made friends with Ellie.’

			Ellie laughs. ‘Actually, I think I made friends with Clem. She didn’t really have much say.’

			It’s true. I’m nowhere near as good at making new friends as my friends are. 

			‘And apparently you are now friends with Tom Hudson,’ says Bridge, casting a look at me. Then she winks and I pick a handful of grass and toss it in her direction, but it falls disappointingly short of the target. 

			‘Ellie!’ A boy’s voice calls from the edge of the oval. The three of us look over at the tall skinny boy who is waving wildly.

			‘Is that Sammy?’ Bridge asks.

			Ellie is smiling at him and waving back. She jumps up, brushing the grass from her bare legs. ‘Do you guys mind if I go and say hi?’

			She doesn’t wait for us to answer, just dashes off to where he waits. I watch Bridge staring after Ellie. 

			‘Some delicious brownie?’ I say, holding out the tin and dancing it in front of Bridge’s face.

			‘Do you think they’re going out?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I say.

			‘They look sort of cute together. Don’t you think?’

			I look over at Ellie who is chatting and laughing with Sammy. ‘I guess.’

			Bridge swivels around so she’s not watching them. ‘Nat had a boyfriend in year eight. Remember?’

			I shake my head. I try not to remember much about Nat.

			‘She met him on outdoor ed camp. Maybe we’ll make new friends there.’

			I groan at the idea. 

			‘We have to design a menu,’ says Bridge. ‘Apparently, we have to carry and cook all our own food. So we need to work out what we want to eat and go shopping this weekend.’

			‘Can’t we just live on two-minute noodles and muesli bars?’

			‘Not for five days,’ says Bridge.

			‘What’s your suggestion then?’

			She shrugs. ‘I don’t know. Rice? And pasta? We could take some salami and some cheese and olives and stuff.’

			‘We’re adventuring. Can’t we just eat simple things?’

			Bridge huffs like I’m being difficult. ‘Maybe we should take our own food instead of sharing.’

			‘It’s too heavy that way. If we combine food, then we each carry less. We need teabags and that horrible milk that doesn’t need to go in the fridge and sugar and stuff,’ I tell her.

			‘Fine.’ Bridge pulls a face and this time I laugh at her. 

			‘It’s camping. You’ll be so hungry you won’t care!’

			Bridge is about to argue when a bunch of year eight boys run past with a footy. 

			‘Whatever. Hey, is my make-up okay?’ Bridge closes her eyes and leans in for me to check. She opens her eyes and blinks her lashes at me.

			‘Yep,’ I tell her. 

			Then she spins around to look for Ellie. ‘Are they going to kiss?’ 

			I see Sammy and Ellie standing very close. ‘I don’t think so.’

			It doesn’t feel right that we’re watching Ellie like this. I bump Bridge, hoping she’ll turn around. My heart is racing and I think it’s because my friend has a maybe boyfriend. I’m also not sure I’ll ever feel ready to kiss someone on the grassy hill near school while everyone eats their lunch. It’s so public.

			‘It’s just kissing,’ says Bridge, lying back on the grass, like she’s kissed a million people and it’s meant nothing.

			‘They aren’t kissing!’

			‘I wonder if he has any cute friends,’ Bridge says dreamily.

			Inside I’m fluttering with panic. ‘I don’t know, but I’m going to head back to school. I want to borrow a library book before lunch finishes.’

			‘You can’t just leave me here.’

			‘Come with me then.’

			‘Bor-ing, Clem. You know I hate the library.’

			I stand up, grabbing my lunch box. Suddenly, I really don’t want to stay here with Bridge talking about boys. ‘I’ll see you in class.’

			‘Whatever,’ she says, arranging herself like a lioness checking out her prey. 

			And I hurry away, back to the safety of school. 

			The library is as busy as always at lunch. There’s a bunch of kids playing cards in the corner and hushing each other when someone starts talking. Others are slopped down on the ground, leaning against walls and reading. It’s the heart of our school. It’s right in the middle of the building, on level two, and you have to pass it several times a day, so even if you aren’t into reading, you’re familiar with it.

			I wasn’t planning on coming here today, but it seemed like a good way out. And I like scouring the aisles, trying to find a book that speaks to me. I mostly pick books based on the cover. 

			I’m reading the blurb of a book with a line drawing of a boy holding a guitar on the front when a girl starts coughing behind me. I look over my shoulder. There’s a shake of pink hair, and a face I do not want to see. 

			‘I’ve read that. It’s boring,’ says Jacqs.

			Not wanting to be told what to read by her, I tuck the book under my arm. 

			‘Fine. Don’t listen to me then,’ she says.

			‘Maybe we don’t have the same taste,’ I tell her, trying to hold my own. After what she said outside the gelato bar, I have no reason to be polite. 

			‘Maybe we don’t, Clem Timmins.’

			I try and think of Jacqs’s surname, but I can’t. She’s standing in front of me so it’s hard to walk away unless I push past. I stay where I am, awkwardly posed in my Converse and striped t-shirt.

			She’s wearing Dr Martens. Black ones with purple laces that aren’t tied at the top. They look so much tougher than my shoes. And she’s tall. Not as tall as Ellie, but broader. She looks like she could be Nat’s age, and I’m like her sketchy shadow. 

			‘You a big reader?’ Jacqs says.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Me too. Have you read this one?’ She holds up a book with a beautifully illustrated cover of a girl’s face. 

			‘No, but I like the drawing.’

			Now I dare to peek up from under the safety of my fringe. She isn’t smiling, but she doesn’t look quite as terrifying as she did at the gelato shop. 

			‘I’ll let you know what it’s like,’ she says as she turns away.

			I don’t move while I watch her walk to the counter to borrow the book. I’m not used to girls like her talking to me. And I wonder why she did.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8 

			As far as first days go, today has been manageable. I survived two encounters with people I didn’t know, double maths and Mum’s packed lunch. I also rode the bus home by myself because Bridge was being picked up by her dad, which meant I could listen to my favourite Julia Jacklin song over and over again, while hunting around on Instagram. 

			Bridge seems to only post photos that she’s in. It’s either her posing smiling at the camera, or her posing not smiling at the camera. There’s a few of her with Ellie, and a black-and-white one with Nat that has a long stream of comments under it. I felt like a detective on the trail of my friends, observing all these things about them I haven’t witnessed in person. 

			I found Jacqs and Tom Hudson. Jacqs’s account is set to private so I couldn’t snoop, but Tom’s was full of photos of old bands like the Ramones. Dad would be impressed. He’s always saying my generation doesn’t understand real music. 

			I haven’t requested to follow anyone yet because what if they don’t request me back? Or worse, what if they don’t even accept me? 

			I have five followers now: Ellie, Bridge, two girls from running club and a girl who was in my woodwork class last year. Bridge told me I was not allowed to let my parents or some auntie follow me but, if they did, then I had to start another account they didn’t know about. That’s what Nat did apparently. I didn’t tell her that Mum doesn’t know I have Instagram yet. 

			I’ve been feeling the pressure to post something all day. Bridge kept making suggestions of things I could photograph, but I dodged it. It makes me feel as jittery as I do at the beginning of a big race meet, when the adrenaline is surging but I’m yet to spring out of the blocks. 

			I know the longer I take, the worse it will be, so I post the photo I snapped this morning on the bus. The selfie where I don’t look like me, but like a version of someone trying to look like me. 

			I’m holding my phone out in front of me, waiting to see if anyone notices my post, when Mum opens the front door, pretending she just happened to be walking past. I think she was actually loitering, hoping I’d be home soon.

			I slide my phone into my pocket, wishing I could watch to see if anyone comments on my photo. 

			‘I made icypoles and they’re in the freezer.’

			‘Made?’ Following Mum inside, I drop my bag outside my room and walk through to the kitchen.

			‘I used actual sugar!’

			Last time Mum made icypoles, she added one tablespoon of honey to the juice of four lemons. Dad and I pulled various faces, none of them good.

			‘Here …’ Mum opens the freezer and a blast of cold air rushes out as she presents me with a wonky-looking iceblock on a stick.

			‘I’ll thank you after I taste it.’ 

			Mum laughs, but I can tell she’s watching to see my reaction. Playfully, I sniff at it.

			‘Clem!’

			I lick the length of the icypole and taste the sweet lemonade flavour. ‘It’s not bad, Mum.’

			‘I followed a recipe,’ she explains. 

			I pull the stool out and plonk down, leaning my elbows on the bench while I nibble on the icypole. The frozen shards break apart in my mouth.

			‘So, how was year eight?’

			‘Wouldn’t it be good if it was only one day?’

			‘Are you with the girls?’

			I nod. ‘For homeroom.’

			‘What about for electives?’

			Mum forgets nothing. Everything I mention in an offhand way is stored inside her brain so that she can revisit it later. Sometimes this is helpful but sometimes, like this afternoon, when I just want to scroll through my phone and eat so many snacks that I can’t eat dinner, it drives me a bit mad.

			I shrug, hoping she’ll get the message.

			‘Does that mean you have someone to sit with in photography?’

			‘Yeah. It’s fine.’

			‘Was photography great?’

			She’s obviously already memorised my timetable if she knows I had electives today. How is that possible? Dad has probably never known the names of any of my teachers, but Mum manages to lock away every tiny detail. 

			‘It was okay. I drew a tree.’ My new tactic is to offer up little fragments so that she feels part of my life and then leaves me alone with the rest. It’s not that I want to shut her out, it’s just that I want some things to be mine. 

			‘I bought you a present today. It’s on your bed,’ she says, turning away to cut a couple of slices of the thick wholegrain bread she makes us eat. 

			‘Cool. What is it?’

			It’s her time to shrug, with her back to me, so I can’t judge if it’s an awesome present that will make me explode with excitement or a boring present that isn’t really a present at all. Like new underpants or, worse, some socks.

			‘It’s not a bra, is it?’ 

			Mum laughs. ‘No. It’s not a bra. Although you won’t be flat forever.’

			Why did I mention the word ‘bra’? Now it’s going to be a thing and I don’t want to talk about this stuff with Mum.

			‘I’m just going to get started on my homework,’ I say, jumping off the stool and causing it to wobble.

			‘Toast?’

			‘I’ll come back,’ I tell her. Anything to escape talking about boobs with my mum.

			I’ve hit a sad spot in the icypole where there is no flavour, just ice, and I suck a bit harder to try to move the lemon taste up.

			If Mum left me a present on my bed, it means she’s opened my door today and seen the floordrobe. When I get to my room, the door’s closed, so it also means she shut the door when she left, like she’s trying to pretend that she was never there. 

			I open my door hesitatingly. The room is exactly how I left it this morning. At least I think it is. It’s fairly hard to remember the accurate positioning of clothes on the floor, but it looks no messier and no cleaner than it did at 8am. I move towards my bed. There’s a brown paper bag sitting on it.

			It looks promising. I gobble the last mouthful of the icypole so quickly my teeth and face go numb. Then I rip open the paper bag and pull out a very thick, very colourful book. 

			The World of Girls. It’s a puberty book. About boobs and periods and other stuff that I’m not ready for. And now it’s in my room and it’s spreading its cheery font and cheesy drawings all over the place.

			‘Thought it might be good to have a book that explains what’s going on in your body,’ Mum says from the doorway. 

			I stand facing my wall and the tree calendar. I do not turn around.

			‘Clem?’ Mum’s voice has dropped. ‘The lady in the shop said it was helpful for her daughter …’

			The tanglefoot tree understands my shame. My mother spoke about me to another mother. They talked about me. I wish I could climb to the highest branches of the tree and only return when my body has finished doing its thing. 

			‘Clem? I know that you aren’t developed yet, but it will happen. I was about fourteen when I got my period.’

			I’m saved by the beep in my pocket. I slide my phone out, reading the Instagram message from Bridge about how much she loves my photo and how I should wear lip gloss to school. 

			‘Clem?’

			‘Yep,’ I say, trying to think of something to text back to Bridge. 

			‘Are you texting? While we’re talking?’

			Moving as soundlessly as a ninja, Mum is suddenly behind me. 

			‘No!’ I say, but then my phone beeps again, giving me away.

			Her hands brush against my shoulders, and I go to slip my phone back in my pocket when she grabs it.

			‘I asked you a question and you’re more interested in staring at your phone.’

			I spin around. ‘I’m just answering Bridge.’

			‘I was talking to you about your body—’

			‘I don’t want to talk about that! I want to text my friend. Like everyone else is doing,’ I snap.

			Frowning, Mum shakes her head at me and holds up my phone. ‘This is going in the fruit bowl. You can have it later.’

			‘Mum!’

			‘Clem, we had a deal,’ she says, heading for the door.

			I know that no matter how much I argue, there’s no way I’ll win. Blaming the puberty book for everything, I grab it from my bed and shove it into my bookshelf on an angle, wedging it as far back as possible, so that I can barely make out the spine. It’s like an encyclopaedia for change, and I can’t believe that every word in there could possibly relate to me. Then I head to my cupboard for my running shoes, because it’s the only thing that will stop me from exploding. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 9 

			Running has always been my thing. As well as training at school with Ellie, which doesn’t start until tomorrow, I sometimes run alone. The angrier I am the faster I run. I shouted to Mum that’s where I was going as I slammed the front door and headed for the park near our house. 

			Sometimes I jog. Sometimes I stroll. And sometimes I want it over with. 

			But today, I want to run. As hard and as fast and as long as I can before I double over with a stitch so bad it makes me want to vomit. 

			Except for a big old labrador sitting on the cricket pitch with a stick at its feet and the dog’s owner, the oval is mine. I’m not a long-distance runner. I’m a sprinter, and there’s nothing I love more than to feel my feet chewing up the ground and my body barely moving as it flies along.

			My arms pump by my side, like pistons. And little insects swarm around me, threatening to dive down my throat as I gulp for breath.

			It’s hot and humid and Dad’s vintage t-shirt is stuck to my back and my ankles are beginning to throb, but still I run. I have no idea how many laps I’ve done. I just know that my chest is burning as it pushes air in and out. 

			‘Kiddo,’ shouts Dad from a goalpost end. He’s still in his work clothes: the grass-stained khaki shirt and shorts he wears in summer. I knew he’d come and find me, that Mum would make him because I’ve been gone for ages. I try to run past Dad but he leaps in front of me, causing me to dodge so that I can keep going. He starts running after me, and soon we’re matching each other stride for stride.

			‘Training for the Olympics, kiddo?’

			I can’t answer because I’m breathing too hard. I hold up one finger.

			‘Last lap,’ he says, understanding. ‘I came at the right time then!’

			Two hundred metres to go and I see the labrador finally clamber to its feet and amble towards its owner. As I reach the posts, my knees buckle and I crumple, sore and panting. Dad pulls up next to me. 

			Sweat drips into my eyes and I use the bottom of Dad’s t-shirt to wipe my face clear.

			‘You can keep that,’ Dad says, laughing.

			Holding my foot, I pull my leg up behind me, stretching out my quads. Dad copies me. Then he rests his hand on my shoulder and we swing our opposite legs back and forth and left to right. 

			‘Feel better?’ Dad asks me. 

			Do I? All my muscles are screaming at me in protest. ‘Kinda.’

			I follow Dad out of the park. ‘So what was that all about?’ he asks as we walk along the footpath. 

			A strand of hair is plastered across my face. I push it out of the way. ‘Just needed to run,’ I tell him. 

			‘Good first day, then?’

			I shrug. ‘It was okay.’

			‘I’m making roast chicken for dinner,’ he says.

			It’s our thing. Mum doesn’t eat it because she’s vegetarian now, but Dad and I fight over the crusty potatoes and the dark crunchy skin. He’s probably making it because it’s my first day back at school. It’s another of our traditions. 

			‘Or you can have your mum’s tempeh,’ he says.

			I pull a face and he laughs and then bumps me lightly. ‘First one home gets the first shower.’ 

			He takes off down the street. I let him get ahead of me and then, just as he’s almost too far away to catch, I run.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10 

			This morning, I really wanted to wear my Blondie t-shirt but couldn’t find it anywhere. Mum kept asking if I’d looked properly, and I had to leave my bedroom before I snapped her head off. Then I dashed back and marked off the square on my calendar.

			So, now I’m wearing a faded green top that used to be Bridge’s and was probably Nat’s before that. I don’t love it, but at least it’s clean. I’m also wearing lip gloss because Bridge texted me this morning and told me to. 

			Squashing against me in the seat, Bridge holds up her phone in front of us. ‘Smile!’

			And I do. I smile, big and bright and cheesy, because it’s our first proper bus selfie together. 

			But when I see the photo, Bridge’s smile is nothing like mine. It’s slight and teasing, and you can still see her smoky eyes because they haven’t closed with the size of her grin. I try and get her to take another so that I can pull the right kind of smile, but she posts it anyway. 

			‘If I tag you then you’ll get more followers,’ Bridge says as the bus pulls up at school.

			‘Maybe I don’t want more followers,’ I tell her as we make our way down the aisle, because I’m mad about the smile business.

			‘Of course you do. You can’t have five. That’s just sad!’

			‘I have ten now,’ I say, and she rolls her eyes at me. 

			Nat bumps up behind us with a couple of her friends. One of the boys starts chatting to Bridge and I’m left trailing behind. Then I hear him mention a band I love and Bridge tell him that she loves them too. 

			As he heads off to the senior part of school, I turn to Bridge. ‘You like Big Thief now, do you?’

			Bridge shrugs, and I wonder why my friend is pretending so hard. 

			Walking up the stairs into the red brick building, I see Tom Hudson in front of us with his skateboard tucked under his arm, laughing at something one of his friends said. He’s just a bit taller than me and for that reason alone I like him. I wonder what Bridge would do if I ran up to him and had a chat. She’d be so shocked that it’s almost worth doing.

			We hit the stairs with the other two hundred or so students who have their lockers on the second floor. Bridge still has her phone out and is scrolling while walking. 

			‘Twenty people have liked our selfie already! And some boy is asking who you are,’ says Bridge over her shoulder. 

			‘Oh. Tell him I’m your cousin from Brisbane,’ I say, only half joking. 

			‘How is Ellie always here before us?’ Bridge says, dashing ahead to the lockers. As Ellie shuts the door to hers, I see Sammy leaning up against the bank of them, chatting to her. Bridge gallops into the mix, ruining the moment.

			I take as long as I can to reach them. As I do, Ellie grins at me. ‘Clem, this is Sammy …’

			We nod at each other. He’s long-limbed and thin too. They look like they’d be cast together in a romantic comedy. While Bridge fires questions at him about classes and school, Ellie takes a step closer to me. 

			‘I’ve written a list of food for camp. We could go through it later,’ she says, like she’s trying to pull me into the conversation.

			‘Okay. Tell Bridge because she wants fancy pasta.’

			Ellie smiles. ‘Of course she does.’

			‘What do I want?’ Bridge wedges between us like an excited kitten. 

			‘Talking about you, not to you,’ I say. 

			‘You’re hilarious this morning, Clem. Wrong side of bed.’

			It’s strange having a boy in the middle of our conversation. It changes things because we are all so aware that he’s here. He must be a little uncomfortable too because for a second nobody says anything, and the noise of the morning buzzes around us. Then Sammy touches Ellie’s arm gently and tells her he’ll see her at lunch. 

			‘Okay, have a good Italian class,’ she says, smiling.

			I realise that Bridge and I are both staring at them like we’re watching a close-up from a film that is still too old for us. As he walks away down the corridor, Bridge elbows Ellie. ‘He likes you!’ 

			‘Shhh …’ Ellie says, looking around. 

			‘Who cares who hears?’

			‘I do,’ says Ellie.

			‘I’ll put it on Instagram so everyone will know,’ says Bridge. Then she laughs at the face Ellie is pulling. ‘Joking!’

			‘He’s coming on camp next week,’ says Ellie quietly.

			Bridge’s eyes pop and a grin spreads across her whole face. But Ellie shakes her head. ‘I wish he wasn’t. It’s all a bit much.’

			‘It’s awesome,’ Bridge says. ‘Just like Nat and whatever his name was.’

			But I can tell Ellie doesn’t feel very comfortable at the idea, and for some reason it makes me feel better. 

			‘Does he have any cute friends?’ Bridge asks.

			Ellie shrugs. ‘I think he hangs around with Tom Hudson and a couple of others. I haven’t really met them.’

			Bridge elbows me. ‘Hear that, Clem. Tom Hudson.’

			‘Come on, we have English. We’ll get detention if we’re late,’ I say.

			As we head down the corridor towards class, we pass Jacqs, walking with the girl from the gelato shop. 

			‘Was I right, Clem?’ she calls out as she passes.

			I have no idea what she’s talking about and I’m aware that Bridge has spun around to try and work out why Jacqs would be talking to me.

			‘The book!’ Jacqs says.

			I read a few pages last night and it didn’t really grab me, but I’m not ready to admit that yet. ‘Yeah, maybe …’ 

			‘I’m right. You won’t like it,’ she says with a raised eyebrow. 

			If Mum said that to me, or even Bridge, I’d probably want to like it just to annoy them. But it feels different with Jacqs. 

			‘I thought you didn’t know her,’ says Bridge.

			‘I didn’t, but now I do.’

			Bridge stares at me. ‘What does that mean?’

			I shrug as we reach our classroom. ‘You told me to make new friends … so I am,’ I tell her, mucking around. 

			Ellie laughs and takes a seat in the second row. The room is filling up fast because nobody wants to be late for double English. It’s a detention for sure. 

			‘You’re making friends with her?’ Bridge asks. ‘But she’s cool.’

			‘Well, maybe I am too,’ I tell her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Usually Ellie and I would be at running club together but tonight it’s me and a bunch of kids who I sort of know from last year’s team. We train on the oval near school because our school doesn’t have anywhere large enough, so sometimes it means we have to train around other people who happen to be exercising here. 

			Coach is running warm-ups and I’m two laps in when I see Ellie arrive. She’s with Sammy and even though I’m jogging with two older girls down the straight, I groan. I don’t want to run with Ellie and him. This was our thing. Maybe it’s actually worse if they’re both here than if she didn’t turn up at all.

			Ellie bends down to change into her running shoes. As she pulls off one sneaker and pulls on the other, Sammy crouches down next to her and I can see that she’s laughing at something he’s saying.

			Coach blows her whistle at me as I jog around the corner, meaning that it’s time to pick up the pace. With my back to Ellie, I imagine that Sammy’s sneakers are the same white, with the same stripe, and that he runs in the same effortless way that she does. Maybe they’ll become one of those couples that blends together like they are the same person. 

			But as I turn towards the home stretch, I see Ellie take off onto the track alone. There’s no Sammy. It’s just her. 

			I speed up.

			She’s still warming up, so I sprint up behind her until I’m on her heels. 

			‘You came,’ I say, slowing down alongside her.

			‘Yeah, course.’

			‘Where’s Sammy?’

			‘Soccer training,’ she says.

			I smile. It’s the happiness that I’m feeling at the idea of having Ellie to myself for an hour. Even if I have to share her with three kilometres of time trials, a whistle-blowing Coach and seventeen other kids. 

			‘Doesn’t look like sprinting, Clem,’ Coach yells as I run past.

			But Ellie’s still jogging warm-up laps, and I want to run with her, not away from her. We always run together at training. 

			‘Tried to find you at lunch,’ she says.

			‘Library,’ I tell her. 

			‘With Jacqs?’

			‘No,’ I say, laughing. 

			‘Bridge said she’s your new bestie,’ says Ellie, starting to speed up. 

			‘I’ve talked to her twice!’ I say, picking up speed, so we are running stride for stride. ‘Why is Bridge so obsessed about me talking to Jacqs?’

			Ellie raises an eyebrow. ‘You’ve been best friends since you were five. You know Bridge better than anyone. She wants us to make new friends but she wants to be in the middle of it.’

			Coach’s whistle stabs the air and I know we are about to be yanked apart and paired with other runners because we are talking too much. 

			‘If you two are going to chat, then hit the road,’ yells Coach.

			‘Yes, Coach,’ Ellie calls back. She looks across at me and grins. ‘I’m going to beat you tonight!’

			And she takes off down the track. 

			Usually Dad picks me up after running club, but he texted to say that he’s stuck at work and can I grab the bus home. 

			‘Do you want a lift?’ Ellie asks. ‘I’m sure Dad’s girlfriend won’t mind.’

			‘Is she picking you up?’

			‘Yeah … I’m trying to be grown-up about it, but it’s pretty new. Sammy told me that his mum remarried about a year after his parents split, and I know it’s not the same because nobody died, but he said he got used to it.’

			‘But your dad isn’t getting married, is he?’

			Ellie shrugs, changing out of her running shoes and into her Converse. ‘Not yet.’

			I want a lift home, but I also don’t feel like making awkward conversation with an adult I haven’t met. ‘Nah, I’ll get the bus. But I’ll walk you over.’

			We head towards the car park. 

			‘My brother has a girlfriend.’ Ellie grins as she tells me.

			‘He’s nine!’

			‘I know. I think he’s trying to copy Dad,’ she says. ‘It’s pretty funny.’

			I swallow hard. ‘Is Sammy your boyfriend?’

			Ellie smooths down her ponytail, tucking in the strands of escaping hair. ‘You sound like Bridge. She’s asked me about fifty times since yesterday.’

			‘Oh,’ I say, not sure how to feel. 

			We reach the edge of the road and check for traffic before crossing the four lanes. ‘I know you don’t want things to change, Clem. I get it. But they do. Not much you can do to stop it.’

			A fancy silver car slows down just in front of us, and a woman with short dark hair toots and waves at Ellie. ‘You sure you don’t want a lift?’

			‘Nah.’

			Before Ellie walks away, she gives me a hug and it’s Ellie-ish in all the right ways. She has to bend down to hug me around the waist and she smells all sweaty and her t-shirt’s damp in a strip down the middle of her back. And even though some things are changing, hugging Ellie feels as comforting as it always does. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 12 

			I’ve crossed off three more days on the calendar and now there’s only one square left before outdoor ed camp starts tomorrow. I was excited about going on camp, because of the rock climbing, abseiling and hiking, but then Bridge told me that Jacqs, Tom Hudson and Sammy were all going, so now I’m not so sure. This was supposed to be five days of Ellie, Bridge and me together and now it’s turning into something very different. 

			‘Here’s an extra pair of socks and I found your Blondie t-shirt in your dad’s drawer,’ says Mum.

			‘That’s where it was. Thanks,’ I say, grabbing the t-shirt and holding it up to my face to sniff that it’s clean enough to wear on camp. ‘I don’t need socks. I already have some.’

			‘Take an extra pair,’ insists Mum.

			‘Fine,’ I tell her, knowing that as soon as she’s out of the room, I’ll leave them behind anyway. 

			‘Have you got two jumpers?’

			I look up at Mum. ‘It’s summer. One’s enough.’

			‘It can get cold, Clem. At night.’ Mum muscles down onto the floor next to me. She takes the towel that I’m shoving into my bag and starts folding it. 

			‘It’s fine, Mum. I can do it,’ I say. 

			But she shakes her head and starts taking other things out of my bag that I haven’t bothered folding because who folds t-shirts? 

			‘Here, let me. If we organise everything then you can get more in,’ she tells me.

			‘How about you organise everything and I’ll go and meet my friends for the big camp shop. If I’m not there then Bridge will buy pasta instead of couscous,’ I say, jumping to my feet.

			‘I’ll drive you.’

			‘No. I’m going to walk. Thanks,’ I say, pulling my sneakers from under my bed. 

			Mum sighs, a sort of frustrated mother sigh. ‘I’m just trying to help, honey.’

			‘Yep. I know.’ I wedge my feet in, not bothering to tie the laces properly. ‘I’ll be home in a couple of hours.’

			‘Call me and I can come and pick you up,’ she says. 

			‘Does that mean I can take my phone?’ It’s been hanging out with the citrus since lunchtime because, apparently, I wasn’t listening properly when Dad asked me to unpack the dishwasher.

			Mum smiles, and I take that as a yes.

			Walking towards the supermarket, I see Bridge and Ellie before they see me. They’re standing together, leaning into each other, looking at something on a phone. Behind them, a young girl wearing lots of different patterns tumbles out of the supermarket door, dodging her dad who’s wheeling a wobbly trolley. While the dad unloads the shopping into the boot of their car, the girl does a handstand that doesn’t quite work. Her legs flop over and pull her down onto the asphalt, but she jumps up, rubs her hands on her shorts and tries again. I could never do perfect handstands either. 

			There’s a beep in my pocket and I check my phone, expecting it to be Mum making sure I’ve arrived safely. But it’s Bridge wondering where I am. 

			Soz, running late, I type quickly.

			From where I’m standing, I watch her and Ellie read the reply. 

			Another text from Bridge: How long?

			I text back: Hour. 

			In under a second, a red emoji face with steam coming out of its ears flashes up on my phone. I’m tempted to keep this going just to see how Bridge reacts. But I also don’t want to be shopping for hours so I text: Look up!

			Ellie’s the first to see me. She doubles over laughing and then Bridge joins in. 

			Ellie hugs me as Bridge tells me she knew I was joking. 

			‘No, you didn’t,’ I say.

			She shrugs and grabs the shopping bags, leading the way into the supermarket.

			‘I made a list,’ says Ellie, pulling a folded piece of paper from her pocket.

			‘Give me that!’ Bridge snatches it away and starts reading.

			‘Let’s start with snacks,’ I say, heading for the lolly aisle.

			‘I hate couscous. It tastes like dirt,’ says Bridge, handing back the list. ‘I thought we were having pasta.’

			‘We’ve been through this! Pasta takes too much water to cook. I’m not carrying twenty litres so you can make pesto,’ I say.

			‘Well, I’m not eating couscous,’ Bridge snaps.

			Ellie slides her arm through Bridge’s and pulls her towards the chocolate. ‘You pick.’

			‘Obviously fruit and nut,’ she says.

			‘No nuts,’ I tell her. ‘Not allowed.’

			‘Fine. Caramel then!’ 

			She reaches for the largest block, and I’m about to say something about the caramel getting all squashed in our bags, but I decide it doesn’t matter. Sometimes it’s just easier to let Bridge have her own way.

			‘I’ve left Mum at home folding all my clothes into my backpack,’ I tell my friends.

			Bridge laughs. ‘I don’t think my mum even remembers I’m going.’

			‘I wish,’ I say, used to Bridge’s mum being distracted. 

			‘I think it’s nice that your mum is so invested,’ says Ellie. 

			‘Yeah, I guess,’ I say. The last thing I want to do is make Ellie sad about having no mum. And she’s right. It is nice that my mum cares so much. 

			‘I’m getting salami,’ says Bridge, running off down the aisle to the fridge area.

			‘There’s no salami on the list,’ Ellie yells after her.

			‘There is now!’ she calls back.

			‘I bet we end up having pasta,’ Ellie sighs.

			We reach the end of the aisle and Bridge is holding up a plastic-wrapped salami like it’s a sword. ‘I have olives too,’ she says, dumping both into the basket.

			‘Now we need the couscous aisle,’ I tell her.

			She rolls her eyes at me. ‘You must be excited that Jacqs is coming on camp, Clem.’ 

			Ignoring her, I follow Ellie into the next aisle, looking for quick oats. 

			‘We need sunscreen,’ says Ellie. ‘Bridge, can you go and get it?’

			‘Why me?’

			‘I’ll go,’ I say, heading away. I’m not sure why Bridge is being so difficult or why we seem to be arguing all the time, but being trapped in a tent together for four nights might be interesting. 

			I grab the sunscreen and come back to find them arguing over what flavour muesli bars to buy. I snatch both boxes and toss them in. ‘What else do we need?’

			The three of us wander down the aisles, choosing various things. We need matches, ziplock bags, tomato paste, stock cubes, powdered milk, teabags. It’s important to pack as light as we can because we set up camp on the first day and then pack it up two days later and hike with all our stuff to the next site. 

			‘I’m not drinking tea,’ says Bridge. ‘I’m getting hot chocolate.’

			Bridge grabs a tin and tosses it into the basket.

			‘Do you think I should get pads?’ I say quietly, worrying that my actual period might arrive while we’re on camp.

			Bridge pulls a face. ‘Can’t believe you have your period. Nat said you have to get boobs first.’

			My left arm snaps protectively across my body. 

			‘I’m taking some anyway, Clem. It’s good to be prepared,’ says Ellie. ‘And that’s not true about boobs.’

			‘I wasn’t being mean,’ Bridge whines. 

			‘Have we got everything?’ I say, suddenly desperate to leave.

			Ellie does a quick scan of the list. ‘Yeah. I think so.’

			I don’t wait for my friends; I just head off as fast as I can towards the check-out, taking my phone out of my pocket to text Mum that I’m done and can she please come and pick me up. Now. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			It’s one of those hot and sticky nights where the fan moves the air, but the noise of it keeps me awake. I’m supposed to only use my phone at night in the shared rooms of the house, so I’ve smuggled it into my bedroom, and I think for once I’ve gotten away with it. I didn’t touch it over dinner, and when Mum left the room later, I grabbed it and hid it down my shorts. 

			I’ve been texting Ellie for the last hour. She told me not to forget to pack my bathers. There’s only one way to test how I look in my black racing one-piece. I roll off my bed and find my bathers in the cupboard drawer. I quickly get undressed and then wriggle myself in. They feel a little smaller and tighter than they did last year, which means that any tiny boobs I might have are now squashed down under the lycra.

			I turn slowly and catch sight of a slice of myself in the mirror. From the side I look almost completely flat. I slide my hand under the lycra and try to puff my boobs up but it doesn’t help. I’m still as flat as ever. 

			I didn’t mind being flat before. Now it seems like I’m the only one. I keep sneaking looks at other girls at school, but most of them are more developed. 

			Nat used to wear something called chicken fillets in her bra when she first got one. I remember Bridge showing me these little jelly parcels that apparently made her boobs look bigger. I take out a pair of my softest ankle socks, and try to shape it like a boob. Then I slide it inside my bathers, but it’s too big and lumpy. I split the pair so this time I only have one sock on each side, then I adjust them so they are sort of similar. It doesn’t look too bad. I think I could get away with it. I turn back and forth, examining my chest from every possible angle. 

			I stretch my arms up to see if it looks okay across the chest and look for hairs in the crook of my pits. They are there. Pale, wispy and nothing that needs attention, but at least I have something that suggests I’m thirteen and not ten. Turning so my back is to the mirror, I slide my bathers off, catching the two electric pink sports socks, and balling them up to add to my camp bag with my black one-piece. 

			I grab the puberty book from the shelves. It doesn’t mean anything if I peek. It’s just because Jacqs was right about the library book – it was boring – and now I don’t have anything to read. That’s the only reason I’m turning the cover and scanning through the chapters. 

			I start at the beginning. It’s about feelings. I don’t want to read about feelings. I have plenty of them and they already threaten to overwhelm me. I keep turning.

			Hair.

			That’s the next chapter. 

			The first paragraph is about underarm hair. And other hair that I know is growing because I’ve seen it in the shower. Ellie told me she waxes her legs but my legs are still almost hairless. Which I’m pleased about because I’m not sure I want anyone dripping hot wax down my legs and then ripping off all the little hairs. I shudder and turn the pages.

			I know where I’m going. 

			Boobs.

			Except in here they are called breasts. I don’t like that word. It sounds formal. Like what an adult would say. I’m going with boobs. I remember Bridge’s brother writing ‘boobs’ on Nat’s calculator, using the numbers 8, 0 and 5. Nat chased him through the house threatening to steal all his Easter eggs if he didn’t apologise. At the time I thought it was funny but now I just need facts. 

			I start reading. It explains what breasts are made of and how they have glands inside them that can one day make milk. The thought of that makes me want to close the book. I skip down the page to where it explains buds and how pointy boobs can look at the beginning. Then it mentions you often end up with similar sized breasts to your mother’s. So, it’s her fault I look like this! 

			I flip forward to a section about kissing. There is a picture of two smiling people, holding hands, and I stare for a second, taking in how happy they look. Bridge and I used to giggle about what it would be like to kiss someone, but that was before it balanced on the edge of being a possibility.

			I read about kissing with tongues and how that can feel quite unusual at first, especially with teeth and lips and saliva in the way. I swallow hard, imagining having someone else’s spit in my mouth. That’s a bit gross. 

			I’ve seen people tilt their heads to the side so they can approach each other without crashing noses, but I can’t work out how you know which way to go. Maybe one person turns to the left and the other to the right. Maybe there is some information I haven’t been told. 

			It’s not like I want to kiss anyone. But I want to know how to kiss if it ever happens. What if the moment arises and I don’t know what to do?

			I grab my pillow and clutch it to my face and then tilt my head to one side, pretending the pillow is a person. I keep my lips tight together because I don’t want to lick a pillow and then press hard, like I’m meeting another mouth. My face sort of disappears into the fluff and it’s not very pleasant. 

			My phone beeps again, and I hurl my pillow onto the ground, imagining that one of my friends can see what I’m doing. Mortified, I turn off the light, switch my phone to silent and lie in the dark, listening to the whirr of the fan as it spins hopelessly in the hot, soupy air.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14 

			Twenty-three of us are stuffed into the small school bus that is used for single class camping trips like this. Our teacher Ms Pearson sits at the front behind Mr Jefferson, the other PE teacher, who is driving the bus today. 

			Ms Pearson is wearing patterned green skins and a running top. Her hair is short and brushed back and she’s a fast talker. Outdoor ed is a year eight elective and Ms Pearson is new to our school. I wonder if after teaching a bunch of year eights how to survive in the wild, she’ll ever want to teach again. 

			Bridge is sharing a seat with Ellie and I’m behind them, waiting to see who is going to sit next to me. We drew sticks to see who would sit alone and I lost out on the way up, but on the way back it will be Ellie’s turn. I thought Ellie would want to sit with Sammy, but she blushed when Bridge suggested it. 

			Bridge’s dad dropped us at school, which Mum wasn’t happy about. She really wanted to see me off, and I felt a bit bad so I told her she or Dad could pick me up at the other end. She insisted on packing me a banana. I’m not sure why parents believe bananas are the answer to the world. It’s not like kids ever eat them. 

			I’m sort of hoping Tom Hudson is going to sit next to me, but I’m also hoping Tom Hudson doesn’t sit next to me. 

			We’re not allowed to have any technology on this camp. Mum even checked that my phone was in the fruit bowl, so I’ll probably have to make small talk with whoever shares my seat. And small talk isn’t really my thing. 

			‘Clem, here,’ says Bridge, posting a toffee through the gap in the seats.

			‘Thought these were for the hike,’ I tell her.

			‘Whatever,’ she says.

			Ellie leans up so she can roll her eyes at me. I smile. Bridge will probably have all the food eaten before we even arrive and then we’ll starve for the next four days.

			‘Is this free?’ Jacqs is staring down at me and I shuffle across so she can sit in the aisle seat. 

			As she plonks down, the strap on her singlet slips from her shoulder, revealing the edge of a lacy black bra. Jacqs tugs the strap back up and I pretend to find something interesting out the window. Mum would never let me go to school in a singlet. Even though we don’t have a uniform at our high school, there are a couple of rules. No tops with racist slogans is one. Wearing nothing is another. When Ellie and I read that in our school diaries we giggled for hours. I couldn’t imagine why they needed to include a rule about not coming to school naked. 

			‘Hey, Jacqs,’ says Bridge, popping over the top of the seat. 

			Jacqs nods. ‘Hi.’

			‘I love your hair. My sister dyes her hair all the time,’ says Bridge to Jacqs. ‘I was going to dye mine too but I can’t decide which colour.’

			‘Were you?’ I say, because it’s the first I’ve heard of it, but maybe she’s just trying to connect with Jacqs.

			‘Yeah, I was. Nat was going to help me,’ Bridge says casually.

			Up close Jacqs looks different than she usually does at school. She’s less polished like she’s planning on roughing it at camp. She has freckles like mine dotted right across her cheeks, and a tiny silver stud in her nose. I wonder if it hurt. Without meaning to, I touch the same spot on my nose but then realise what I’m doing and drop my hand down. I can’t imagine Mum or Dad agreeing to a nose piercing. They are even funny about me wanting seconds in my ears. Bridge and I have talked about piercing them together but the idea of ice and a big fat sewing needle makes my stomach swirl. 

			Tom Hudson climbs onto the bus and is pushed down the aisle towards the back by one of his friends. He’s not wearing a band t-shirt today. Instead it has a word scrawled across the front in graffiti that I’m too busy pretending not to be looking at to actually read. 

			‘Howdy, Clem,’ he says as he passes. 

			‘Hi.’ 

			I feel a small pinch on my ankle. Bridge has wormed her hand down the side of the chair close to the window and is squeezing my skin.

			‘Ow!’ I say.

			She shoots up out of the seat and leans over the top so that she’s almost sitting with Jacqs and me. I wait for her to say something that will humiliate me. 

			‘Did you two really just meet this week in photography class?’ Bridge asks.

			I’m about to explain that we also met in the library when Jacqs jumps in. 

			‘Our dads are friends,’ says Jacqs. 

			Bridge opens her mouth like she’s about to say something, but then the teacher tells us all to take our seats and Ellie pulls Bridge down out of sight. Jacqs looks over at me and winks. 

			I have nothing to say. I can see her left leg jiggling and the toe of her black Dr Marten boot is scuffed and scratched. Today her laces are pink and chewed at the ends, and she’s wearing a pair of frayed denim shorts. She does look older than us. But then, even kids in grade six look older than me. I’m trying to think of something to say when she turns and says, ‘It was you at that gelato place on Rayburn.’ 

			‘Yeah …’

			‘Do you live near there?’ she asks.

			I nod. 

			‘No train ride for you on a Friday then?’

			I can’t work out if she’s being aggressive or friendly. ‘Train ride?’

			‘Yeah. Weekends I usually spend with Dad. He’s in the country nearly two hours away and I have to be on the train at four pm. It’s a pain.’

			‘Yeah, sounds like it.’ I can’t imagine having to catch the train to see my dad. If he wasn’t around each morning to steal toast from, or at night to eat meat with, I think I’d really miss him. 

			Ms Pearson is making her way down the aisle, ticking everyone off the roll. ‘Okay, that’s the lot,’ she shouts to the front of the bus. As the bus shudders to life, there’s a loud cheer, particularly from the back row.

			I’m running through a bunch of questions that might be okay to ask Jacqs. I can’t just sit silently for the rest of the trip and I’m not sure whether she’d mind if I listened to music. I have to make a bit of an effort. 

			‘Do you like camping?’ I ask.

			‘It’s okay. I didn’t choose this subject.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘Yeah,’ says Jacqs.

			‘Yeah, me too,’ I say. 

			‘Didn’t you choose it either?’

			‘Oh, no, I did. I’m just not a huge camper, that’s all. But I think it’ll be fun.’

			We leave the school and I stare out of the window, thinking that we only have another one hour and fifty-seven or so minutes to go. That’s a decent amount of awkward silence.

			‘Did you like the book with the good cover?’ I ask.

			‘Not really.’

			Jacqs is shutting down every attempt I make. Perhaps she doesn’t want to talk either. 

			‘Can I have another toffee, Bridge?’ I say sharply.

			‘Thought they were for the hike,’ she says over the top of the seat.

			‘Bridge!’

			Another toffee pokes through the gap. I grab it and then feel strange that I’m not offering one to Jacqs. ‘Do you want one too?’

			She shakes her head. ‘Gelatine. I’m vegan.’

			‘Oh. Right.’ I unwrap my toffee as fast as I can in case that means Jacqs might rip it from my hand. I shove it in my mouth and start chewing. 

			I watch Jacqs push her hand through the gap in the seat. ‘Toffee, please.’

			She smiles sideways at me and I’m not sure what she’s doing. Bridge obviously gives her one because then she unwraps it and pops it in her mouth. ‘Not really.’

			‘Oh.’

			She keeps changing the rules. I feel too serious to be sitting next to her, like I’m not fun enough. Or I don’t understand what she’s doing. 

			She opens her mouth and stretches her jaw. ‘These are chewy!’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Did you pack heaps of food? I’m terrified I’ll get hungry,’ she says, through the mouthful of brown sticky toffee.

			‘I think we packed enough. I don’t really know.’

			‘I’m in a tent with Sal and Wah Yun and they insisted we all carry our own food. You’re lucky. You’ve got friends on this trip.’

			I hadn’t thought about that. I hadn’t considered that other students were on their own. I don’t really know Sal or Wah Yun because I’ve never been in a homeroom class with them. ‘I’m sort of lucky. Except Bridge will probably eat all our food,’ I say really loudly so that she can hear.

			Bridge stretches up and I can just see the top of her dark brown hair over the chair. ‘I’m not eating the food. I don’t even like couscous!’

			‘Good. More for us,’ says Ellie over the seat.

			‘Have you guys known each for ages?’ Jacqs asks.

			‘Yeah. Since primary school.’

			‘And you still get along?’

			I smile, trying to be light. ‘Mostly.’

			Jacqs raises an eyebrow at me and it couldn’t be a more perfect arch. She probably waxes them or plucks them or something because they are the most beautiful shape. My eyebrows are thicker than they used to be. The left one can be a bit caterpillar-like in the mornings if I don’t slick it down. I’m blaming Dad. They are definitely from his side of the family.

			‘Most of the people I went to primary school with went to other schools,’ she says, biting the edge of one of her nails. 

			‘Oh.’

			‘Yeah.’

			Once she’s finished biting her thumbnail, she starts on her fingers. I half watch her and half pretend I’m looking out the window. There’s still talking on the bus – kids are chatting, but it’s not as noisy as it was when we took off. 

			‘Do you mind if I close my eyes? I’m sort of tired. Stayed at Dad’s last night and had to leave super early,’ Jacqs says, yawning as she does.

			‘Sure.’ My body floods with relief. No more awkward conversations. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			I’m watching the landscape change from an endless stretch of suburbs to pockets of bush when I feel a head land on the bony part of my shoulder. Straightaway I know it’s Jacqs. She’s obviously asleep and slumped onto me, but I’m not sure if I should prop her head back up or leave her there and potentially encounter the embarrassing moment when she opens her eyes and realises she’s sleeping on me.

			‘Ellie,’ I hiss as loud as I can.

			‘What?’

			‘Help!’ 

			Ellie takes a second to pop her head over the top of the seat and look down. She grins almost immediately. 

			‘What do I do?’ I whisper. 

			Ellie pulls Bridge up next to her. And it’s her turn to grin over the top of the chair at me.

			‘Cute,’ she says.

			‘Do I wake her up?’ 

			‘Nah.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Does she snore?’ 

			I shake my head and try to give her the evil eye. She just smiles even more, like I’m an amusement.

			‘Only another half an hour to go,’ says Ellie.

			‘Yeah. Thirty more minutes of dribble,’ Bridge says, trying to stop a giggle.

			Despite feeling very uncomfortable, I can’t help but grin at my friends. It is sort of funny. 

			‘You are making new friends. I’m proud of you, Clem,’ says Bridge just a little sarcastically as she pulls Ellie back down into their seats, leaving me alone with Jacqs snuggling up.

			I can cope with thirty more minutes of this. I just don’t want her to wake up and feel angry that I did nothing. 

			The bus turns off the highway onto a dirt road and the kids in the back cheer like we’re almost there. I don’t think we are, but at least we are heading into the countryside. 

			Jacqs must be really tired if she can sleep through all the bouncy turns and the noise. She sighs loudly and nuzzles her head further into me. Soon she’ll have me squashed into the window and I won’t be able to move.

			I peer down at the top of her pink fairy floss head. The roots of her hair are dark brown and there’s a line of new growth before the pink starts. Except for my fringe, I haven’t cut my hair since I finished primary school. It’s long and tangled and brown and often tied back in a messy ponytail. 

			As we drive deeper into a national park, the light dims outside where the gums cover most of the sky. If he were here, Dad would explain the different levels of the forest and the different plants in each. I shift in my seat, trying to see outside, and I must dislodge Jacqs because she blinks her eyes open and I see the confusion in her face. 

			‘Whoa!’ she says, sitting up and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand like she knows she’s dribbled.

			‘I didn’t—’ I start to say.

			‘Sorry.’

			I shrug. ‘It’s fine.’

			‘I’ve done that a few times on the train to Dad’s too. Fallen asleep on someone’s shoulder. At least you aren’t old and in a business suit!’

			I smile and move a little in the seat now that I’m free of being pinned down. ‘Embarrassing.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Think this is where we are camping,’ I tell her as I look out the window and see that the bus is pulling into a small parking area.

			‘Wonder if they’ll let me sleep in the bus?’

			‘Doubt it.’

			She stretches out and closes her eyes like I haven’t spoken. And I turn my attention back to the bush.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16 

			Except for the sounds of us giggling and talking, it’s quiet here. The campsite is really just a clearing surrounded by tall scruffy eucalypts, and then dense bush. It takes what seems like hours to set up all the tents in a circle around the fire pit, where we will cook our dinner and breakfast. Today is a designated ‘settling-in’ day, but tomorrow we go on a twenty-kilometre circular hike, coming back here to sleep. 

			Our tent is sort of straight. Ellie’s job was banging in pegs with a hammer, while Bridge and I were responsible for trying to align all the corners of the fly, until Bridge grew bored and wandered off to chat to someone. 

			‘Bags one side!’ Bridge yells, tossing her stuff into the tent before we’ve managed to secure the front. Then she dives in and starts unrolling her mat. 

			‘I’m happy in the middle if you like, Clem,’ says Ellie, bashing the final peg into the hard, dry ground.

			‘Nah, it’s okay.’ As the smallest, I expect to be wedged like a slice of cheese in a friend sandwich. 

			Ellie stands up and shakes the top of the tent. ‘Pretty good team, Clem!’

			Bridge calls out from inside, ‘And me!’

			We stick our heads in to see Bridge lying on her mat, relaxing. Ellie grabs the sleeping bags and ducks down to climb in, and I follow her.

			‘Is it snack time? I’m starving!’ Bridge says.

			I spy the muesli bars that travelled here in Bridge’s backpack and notice there are a couple of empty wrappers shoved into the box. I hold them up. ‘Get hungry on the bus, did we, Bridge?’ I ask.

			‘No. I ate them last night.’

			‘Bridge!’

			‘It was Nat’s turn to cook and we both know she can’t. I was hungry.’

			I rip open the end of my muesli bar and start chewing on the chocolate-covered oats. I deliberately nibble slowly right in front of her. 

			‘Can I have a bite?’ Bridge says.

			‘No.’ 

			She pulls my arm towards her. She’s stronger than me, but I’m not going to let her get it. I quickly lick the length of the muesli bar, knowing that will stop her.

			‘Ew, gross!’

			She lets go of me and I grin. ‘Victory is mine.’

			‘And mine,’ adds Ellie as she rips open another wrapper.

			‘My friends are so cruel.’ 

			‘The food is communal, remember?’ Ellie says. 

			‘It’s not like Clem eats as much as I do. I’m taller,’ she says.

			I shake my head at her. 

			Because Bridge lives in a big family where they all fight over the last chicken wing or dumpling at dinner, she’s forever sharing in her own way. Which basically means she has the biggest serve and we get what’s left. 

			‘Have the boys finished putting their tent up yet?’ Bridge asks.

			I shrug. ‘No idea.’

			‘Sort of exciting having them so close,’ she says loudly. ‘Sammy and Tom Hudson!’

			Ellie shushes her, explaining that everyone can hear everything when you’re in a tent. My face starts to redden at the thought of him overhearing, or worse, one of his friends. 

			‘I don’t like him like that,’ I whisper.

			Bridge arches an eyebrow as she shakes the last muesli bar from the box. ‘Really?’

			‘Leave her alone,’ hisses Ellie.

			Bridge rolls over onto her side so that she can poke me. ‘He’s cute. He’s nice. He’s your height. What’s not to like?’

			Glaring, I stab her words back. ‘My height?’ I sit up and chuck my muesli bar wrapper at Bridge’s head. ‘I don’t even know him.’

			‘Come on, Clem, stop being so boring,’ Bridge says, sitting up next to me.

			Something about her teasing makes me feel hot and irritated. I pull my jumper off and toss it towards the end of the tent. I’m wearing my Blondie t-shirt. It’s loose and comfortable and nobody can see how developed or not I really am.

			‘I’m not,’ I snap.

			‘Can you two stop,’ Ellie says, smoothing out her sleeping bag so her bed is neat and ordered. ‘I don’t want to share a tent with you guys if it’s like this.’

			‘Okay,’ I say. 

			‘It’s not me,’ grumbles Bridge.

			‘I’m going outside,’ says Ellie, kneeling forward and unzipping the fly. 

			I follow her out, knowing how much harder it is for Ellie to manoeuvre herself out of the tent than for me. Sometimes being small does have advantages.

			‘Is it safe to leave Bridge with all the food?’ whispers Ellie.

			‘I heard that!’ yells Bridge. ‘And I’m coming. I’m just getting changed.’

			‘Going to kick the footy,’ says Ellie.

			‘Groan,’ comes Bridge’s response from the tent.

			Ellie and I head past the ring of tents to where a bunch of kids are playing footy. It’s dusty as they run on the dry ground, sliding in the dirt and laughing. 

			Sammy calls out to Ellie. She walks over to him, and seems to forget that I’m with her. I know that she played footy last year for the school team and loved it, but I’ve never been that keen. I watch her jump and take a mark over the top of some of the boys. Sometimes being tall has its advantages too. 

			I’m sort of lingering on the edges, not feeling like I can join in, when Jacqs calls out to me. She’s wearing a stripy t-shirt now and a floppy blue cap. She holds up a pack of cards. ‘You in?’

			‘What game?’ 

			‘Cambio,’ she tells me.

			‘Never heard of it.’

			‘Pull up a log. I’ll teach you the rules. Loser has to provide chocolate.’

			It’s not like I know Jacqs very well and she doesn’t seem like someone who’d be particularly interested in me. But perhaps after she used me as a pillow on the bus, we’ve crossed into some different territory. I’m still not sure if I’m really up to her speed. 

			I plonk down on one of the logs near the fire pit, and Jacqs explains the rules. As she starts dealing the cards, Bridge finally emerges from our tent. She looks different to how I left her. Her hair is out and brushed and she has lipstick on. She sees us, takes in Jacqs laying out cards on the log, and frowns. 

			‘I love cards. Can I play?’ Bridge says, heading over.

			‘No, sorry. Next time,’ I say, because for once I don’t want Bridge muscling in, and if she wants me to make friends then I’ll make friends. 

			Bridge looks straight at me and frowns, like she can’t believe I just said that. I shrug at her, hoping it reads as some sort of explanation but she whips round and storms off.

			‘You ready?’ Jacqs asks. 

			‘Yeah.’

			The rules aren’t too complicated and I catch on quickly but Jacqs is a shark and takes me three times in a row. She pulls her cap off and roughs up her hair with her fingers. I can tell she’s pleased that she’s beating me. 

			‘What sort of chocolate have you got?’ she asks.

			‘Caramel.’

			‘Not a big fan, but it’ll do,’ she says, tugging her cap back on.

			‘Best of seven,’ I tell her.

			She smiles at me. ‘Deal.’

			This time I shuffle the cards, scooping them between my fingers and dealing them fast. Jacqs nods and leans back on her log. ‘Impressive.’

			One summer I spent days learning how to shuffle cards. Mum and Dad wouldn’t buy me the automatic card shuffler I wanted so I had to master it myself. It’s not a skill I use very often.

			‘How many piercings have you got?’ I ask.

			She shrugs. ‘Lots. I do them when I’m bored.’

			‘You do them yourself?’

			‘Yeah. It’s easy.’

			I must make a horrified expression because she laughs at me and snatches up a card. ‘You trying to throw me off my game?’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘Won’t work,’ she says lightly. 

			I’m actually only partly trying to distract her. ‘Does it hurt worse than the gun at the chemist?’

			‘Not really. I can do yours if you like. You’d look good with seconds,’ she says, peering around at my left ear. ‘Wait till the fire is going. I can heat up a needle and push it through.’

			I blink hard as I imagine the needle stabbing through my earlobe, and Mum’s face when she picks me up. 

			‘Cambio,’ Jacqs says, grinning at me from under her cap. 

			I toss my cards down. I’ve lost again. She’s has the red king and an ace. I have a bunch of nothing. Talk about being played.

			‘Better get the chocolate, Clem.’ She picks up all the cards and neatens them before sliding the deck back into the packet. 

			‘If I’d won, what chocolate would you have given me?’ I ask her. 

			‘Don’t have any.’ 

			‘What?’

			She stands up, brushing the backs of her denim shorts. ‘I knew I’d beat you.’

			She’s so confident. I’m impressed and horrified at the same time. And then I wonder what Bridge and Ellie will say if I hand over our chocolate stash. 

			‘How much do I owe you?’ I ask. 

			When she looks at me, her eyes are very blue and clear. They are smiley, like this entire exchange has been one big joke. But it doesn’t feel mean. ‘The whole block.’

			‘Really? It’s a family one. It’s huge.’

			She nods and my stomach starts swirling. Bridge will be furious. We only have one block. Then Jacqs raises her hands and clasps my shoulders. It’s sort of friendly and I don’t pull away. ‘Relax, Clem. I don’t even like chocolate.’ 

			Releasing me, she smiles, and heads off to her tent. She moves like a fox, darting and quick, and I find myself surprised by the fact that I like her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17 

			Twenty-four beams of light flicker through the dark as we head out into the bush to find perfect marshmallow-toasting sticks. 

			‘You need a stick that’s long enough so you don’t burn yourself,’ says Ms Pearson.

			Sammy’s friend Hugo runs towards a giant branch. He’s wearing a head torch and as he moves the light bobs around him. Comically, he climbs onto the branch and pretends he’s riding it back towards camp. ‘Found one, Ms Pearson!’ he says.

			Bridge laughs loudly, a sort of machine-gun-fire giggle that I haven’t heard before. 

			‘No, Hugo. Like this one,’ Ms Pearson says, holding up a long thin stick that tapers at the end.

			‘Hey El, do you want me to find you a stick?’ Sammy says, coming up behind us.

			‘How about I find you one first?’ Ellie says, and I smile in the dark.

			‘Race you,’ he says, and Ellie takes off after him. 

			The boys who are sharing the tent with Tom are walking behind me. They have turned off their torches so they look all shadowy. I can tell which is Tom because he’s the smallest, and he falls into step beside me. 

			‘I like your t-shirt,’ he says. 

			I’m still wearing Blondie. It was a band that was around in the 70s and 80s and my dad named me after the drummer.

			‘Thanks.’

			‘Are you a fan?’ 

			‘Not really. I just like the t-shirt,’ I say, pleased it’s so dark because he can’t tell that I’m blushing. ‘Dad named me after the drummer.’

			‘Yeah, Clem Burke,’ Tom says. ‘He was in the Ramones too.’ 

			‘You sound like my dad,’ I tell him.

			‘And mine,’ he says. ‘He was a muso when he was younger. Now he just teaches guitar to bored high school students.’

			I smile as I turn towards him, forgetting I have a head torch on, and almost blind him. He ducks low. 

			‘Oops, sorry,’ I say and he laughs. 

			‘All good.’

			‘Do you play guitar?’ 

			He shakes his head. ‘Nah. That’s Dad’s thing. But I play piano and bad drums. You?’

			‘Bad guitar! I want to be really good at it, but I’m too lazy to practise.’

			‘Yeah. I’m like that with drums. But once I was good at piano, I found I loved playing every day. I just had to get to that point.’

			‘Are you saying that’s why I don’t practise? Because I’m not good?’ 

			I hear Tom suck in breath like he’s trying to work out what to say, and I start laughing. ‘Kidding! I can play a couple of chords.’

			Around us people are laughing and joking and I realise that I’m enjoying talking to Tom. Then he bends down and picks up the perfect marshmallow-toasting stick and hands it to me, just as Bridge leaps against my back. 

			‘You found her a stick,’ she says, like he’s just proposed with diamonds.

			‘Eucalyptus branch,’ I tell her.

			‘You’d know. Clem’s a plant nerd,’ says Bridge.

			‘Cool,’ says Tom. 

			‘Hi, Tom,’ says Bridge.

			‘Hey,’ he replies, clearly not knowing her name.

			Part of me wants to grin, but I keep it inside. ‘This is Bridge,’ I tell him.

			‘Hi, Bridge,’ he says.

			‘Are you two having fun?’ she says. 

			I flick my head in her direction, making sure my torch shines right into her eyes. 

			‘Yeah. I love camping,’ he says, obviously misunderstanding what she’s implying.

			‘Me too,’ says Bridge.

			I look at my friend, wondering for a second who she is trying to be. ‘Make up your mind!’

			‘I do!’ Bridge says, staring at me with an expression that is supposed to tell me to be quiet. 

			‘You need a stick,’ I say, willing her to leave.

			‘Can I share yours?’ she asks, plucking mine out of my hand. 

			‘No,’ I tell her. ‘Get your own!’ 

			I grab the stick back and head for the glow of the fire. I’m not sure why Bridge is making such a thing out of me talking to a boy, but she is. And it’s annoying. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 18 

			Bridge is fidgeting on one side of me and Ellie is lying still on the other. It’s late but I’m not sure how late. I have a torch under my pillow just in case I need to whip it out, because the blackness is everywhere. 

			Ms Pearson told us to make sure all our food was secured inside our tents so that possums and other animals couldn’t get into it. But I can still hear creatures snuffling along the ground outside, searching for a meal. 

			I lie as peacefully as I can, hoping if I breathe the way Mum does when she’s practising mindfulness I might drift off. In, two, three, four and out, two, three, four. And I’m almost there. Until there’s a grunting sound and then a squeal followed by a thud, like something has landed right behind us. 

			‘What the?’ yells Bridge, sitting bolt upright. 

			‘I think it’s koalas fighting,’ I whisper.

			‘Koalas? No way. They don’t sound like that.’

			Then something thunders past our tent like a noisy pig and Bridge starts giggling. Ellie joins in and then I start too and pretty soon the three of us are laughing and snorting but also trying to keep quiet, which just makes us all giggle even harder. Obviously none of us have been able to sleep tonight. 

			Someone shushes us from a neighbouring tent. I pull a face in the dark and whisper to my friends that we need to stop laughing. Ellie does but it takes Bridge ages until she’s almost quiet.

			‘But they are so … cute … how can they make that noise?’ she asks.

			‘Maybe they’re having sex,’ whispers Ellie, which starts Bridge laughing all over again. 

			‘Yuck,’ I say, not wanting to think about what koalas get up to in the night. 

			‘I thought koalas just slept all the time,’ says Bridge, still with a giggle in her voice.

			‘Maybe not at night,’ Ellie says.

			‘True that,’ says Bridge, trying out one of Nat’s expressions that three months ago we would’ve made fun of. 

			‘What do you reckon the time is?’ Ellie says quietly.

			‘Late,’ I say. ‘I think I have to go to the toilet.’

			Ellie giggles. ‘Me too.’

			‘And me.’

			We lie still for a second, obviously all dreading the idea of having to leave the comfort of our sleeping bags and heading into the dark to squat somewhere.

			I grab the torch from under my pillow and turn it on, angling it down so that the light doesn’t shine in anyone’s eyes. ‘Toilet paper?’

			‘I have tissues,’ says Ellie.

			The three of us pull on our sneakers. Then Bridge unzips the tent and we slip out into the night. The other tents seem quiet, like maybe people are actually sleeping. I shine the torch onto the ground and we follow Bridge to a clearing away from the circle of campers.

			Something moves to the left of us and I swing the torch across and see a small possum scurrying along the ground. It freezes, its yellow eyes fixed and shining in the light.

			‘Is here okay?’ Bridge whispers.

			‘Yeah,’ Ellie says.

			We scatter a little, and I slip my shorts down, squatting low. Bush wees have to be one of the worst things about camping, especially when it splashes on your shoes. 

			‘I have a little ziplock bag for the dirty tissues. We can bury them in the morning,’ says Ellie. ‘And disinfectant too because we can’t wash our hands.’

			Bridge starts giggling again and I bite my lip so that I don’t start up too. 

			‘Ssshhh,’ whispers Ellie.

			After she seals the plastic bag and we wipe our hands with the chemical-smelling disinfectant, we start heading back to the tent. My eyes have adjusted now to the darkness, so I flick the torch off as we walk, the moon lighting the ground. 

			‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it,’ says Ellie, looking up at the sky.

			There are hundreds and hundreds of stars dotted above us. The three of us stand silently near our tent, just staring for a minute, until Bridge nudges Ellie and me out of the way and unzips the fly. It takes ages for us all to take off shoes and get back into our beds. As I lie down, Ellie rolls into me and shares my pillow. ‘I have a secret,’ she says quietly. 

			‘What?’ Bridge says.

			‘Ssshhh,’ I say.

			And then Ellie tells us that when everyone else was roasting marshmallows, she and Sammy wandered off to watch the stars, and they kissed. 

			Bridge squeals. ‘Properly?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘With tongues?’ Bridge asks, sitting up so she can see Ellie over the top of me. I shrink down into my pillow. I thought kissing was at least year nine. We’re only a week into year eight. It’s like they’ve lapped me on the 400-metre track, and the faster I run to try and keep up, the faster they sprint ahead of me. 

			‘A little … it was weird …’ says Ellie.

			‘Oh, oh … I want to kiss someone!’ Bridge says. Her breath is on my cheek and she’s sucking up all my air. ‘Don’t you, Clem?’

			I wriggle away a bit to stall from answering but luckily Bridge just ploughs on. ‘Ellie, you have a boyfriend, a new phone, great hair. What don’t you have?’

			‘A mum,’ says Ellie quietly. Her words drain the tent. 

			I reach for her hand so that I can squeeze her fingers in the dark. ‘You still have a mum, El,’ I say. ‘She’s just not around every day. But she’s still here. With you.’

			‘Yeah, you’re right. I just want to tell her that I kissed someone. That’s all,’ Ellie says, squeezing my fingers even harder. 

			‘I would never tell my mum,’ Bridge says. ‘She’d lock me up.’

			‘She would not,’ I say.

			‘No, actually that’s the good thing about having Nat around. She’s done everything before me. I’ll never do anything first.’

			‘Would you tell your mum, Clem?’ Ellie asks. 

			‘Not sure. Maybe, but then she would want so many details.’

			‘Fruit bowl for you,’ says Ellie.

			We start giggling in the dark, and it’s like we always are. 

			Bridge sighs. ‘Clem, you can go out with Tom and Ellie can date Sammy. But what about me?’

			I kick my legs against the side of the sleeping bag like I need to free them from the nylon. The cold zip presses against my skin. I try and swallow but my throat feels tight. I say nothing. 

			‘Can we talk about this in the morning?’ Ellie asks. 

			I hold my breath until Bridge rolls back onto her own pillow and then over onto her side. Now I’m wedged between my friends who are both facing away from me like they are going straight to sleep, while I lie awake, waiting for something to happen. 

			Giving up, I sit up and unzip the end of my sleeping bag so I can stick my feet out. Bridge groans like I’m annoying her, but she started me feeling unsettled like this so I’m not going to apologise. I try and get comfortable but nothing works. Suddenly I can feel every stick and every rock through the camp mat. 

			As the night stills around us and my friends find sleep, I try not to think about Tom, until that thought leads me to wonder how I’m supposed to know if I like someone. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			I wake up to the sound of Bridge laughing and it takes me a second to realise that I’m in a tent and my friends are nowhere to be seen. 

			It’s warm in here and the sun is shining straight through the flyscreen window at the back. My hair is knotted into a wild mass so I pull it into a ponytail. I forgot to pack my hairbrush and I can’t be bothered looking through Bridge’s or Ellie’s bags for theirs.

			I find a clean t-shirt, thinking how happy Mum would be to know I was changing my clothes. I don’t smell too bad and I decide to wear the shorts I had on yesterday, but change my undies and my crop top. Getting changed inside a tent is never easy because you can’t stand up properly, and you can never find what you want when everything has been shoved deep inside your backpack.

			As I stagger out of the tent, pushing my feet into my Converse, I see that most people are sitting around the fire pit, having breakfast. Bridge grins at me as I straggle over. 

			‘Finally,’ she says.

			‘Is there tea?’

			‘Hot chocolate?’ She hands me the cup she’s holding. It’s half full with sweet and milky chocolate and I drink it down in one quick gulp.

			‘More?’ I ask. 

			‘Yeah, I’ll make some.’

			I rub the crusty sleep from my eyes. ‘Tea this time. Thanks.’

			Plonking down on a log, I try and wake up. Jacqs sits down next to me, clutching a bowl of cereal. ‘No offence, but you look rough,’ she says.

			‘I feel rough.’

			‘Didn’t sleep?’

			I shake my head. ‘Koalas kept me awake.’

			She smiles. ‘I never sleep well on the first night somewhere new.’

			‘Me neither.’ 

			‘And now we have to walk twenty kays,’ she says.

			I groan and wish I could sit on this uncomfortable lump of wood for the rest of the day. 

			‘Breakfast bowls need to be washed and teeth cleaned. We are moving on out soon,’ yells Ms Pearson. 

			I groan louder. Jacqs nods sympathetically, and starts shovelling the last of her cornflakes into her mouth.

			‘Better go and get breakfast,’ I tell her, standing up and stretching like I would before a race. She drinks the milk dregs from her cornflake bowl and I notice that she’s not wearing any make-up today and she looks much younger. 

			I head for the tent as Bridge heads for me. She hands me a cup with tea sloshing around and spilling over the edge. And then she bites the sandwich she’s holding before offering me the rest.

			‘Honey,’ she says.

			I pull a face. Not a big fan of honey. Bridge tries to take it back from me. ‘Fine, then. Make your own breakfast.’

			‘No, no, it’s good. Thanks,’ I say, shoving half into my mouth. 

			‘Are you and Jacqs friends now?’ Bridge asks.

			I try to swallow the gunked-up sandwich before I answer. ‘Friends might be rushing it a bit, but I like her.’

			Bridge shrugs one shoulder like she’s trying to be casual but it’s not quite real. I wonder if she’s funny about Jacqs and me talking because Jacqs is someone who hasn’t fallen under Bridge’s spell yet. 

			‘Really? I think she’s a bit edgy for you,’ says Bridge. 

			Ignoring her, I slurp the tea and my eyes sting from how sweet it is. ‘Whoa!’

			‘Yeah, I heaped in three sugars.’

			‘Thanks. I think.’ I eat the rest of my breakfast and then wash it down with the very sweet tea. This should definitely keep me going for a few hours. I notice Bridge has eyeliner on so she must have brought a mirror with her and I wonder if she sat in the tent applying it while I snored beside her. 

			‘Ready to hike?’ Tom asks me.

			Knowing Bridge is watching us intently, I smile sweetly at him. ‘You look like a professional, Tom.’

			‘I’m a hiking nerd,’ he says. ‘I did a seven-day hike in the summer holidays with my family. These beauties saved me.’

			We look down at Tom’s feet. He’s wearing chunky black-and-brown boots that look like he could climb a mountain in them.

			‘I’d love to go hiking for a week,’ I say.

			‘Would you?’ Bridge says, sounding surprised.

			I nod. ‘Yeah. Tree nerd, remember?’

			Tom laughs as Ms Pearson walks towards the fire pit in her own hiking boots. ‘Morning, hikers. I want everyone to walk at a decent speed. No dropping behind or heading off on another track. And watch out for snakes. It’s the perfect weather for them.’ 

			‘Snakes?’ Bridge whispers to us.

			Tom nods. ‘A tiger snake reared up at us over the summer. They are super aggressive.’

			‘I want everyone to pair up for this first hike. Find someone you don’t know very well,’ says Ms Pearson. 

			Tom does a theatrical turn, looking behind himself before settling his gaze on me, a large grin on his face. 

			‘Me?’ I ask.

			He nods. ‘Hiking nerds and tree nerds stick together.’

			Bridge laughs and elbows me gently in the side. Looking to escape the weirdness, I tell them, ‘I’ll just get rid of my cup.’ 

			Ellie skips after me, and before she can even speak, I tell her that I’m hiking with Tom. 

			‘Grab your hat and your drink bottle,’ is Ellie’s answer as we near our tent.

			I toss the empty mug inside the tent and grab the stuff I need for the walk. 

			‘But what if I can’t think of anything to say?’

			‘You will. You’ll be fine,’ she says. ‘Did Bridge pair up with Hugo?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘I think she likes him.’

			I force a smile, but I really wish I could just walk with my friends and we didn’t have to pair up with boys. Ellie turns me around and gives me a nudge towards the rest of the group, who are waiting to go. 

			‘Come on, everyone. Let’s hike,’ shouts Ms Pearson.

			I think she’s hoping for an excited cheer, but instead there are just groans and a few boos. But not from Tom, who takes off fast after Ms Pearson, which means I have to hurry to catch up. Great, I’ve paired with a Boy Scout. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 20 

			We’re halfway through our walk and my back is plastered with sweat under the pressure of the pack. 

			It is beautiful out here though. Dad was right when he said we’d be walking through some of the most pristine forests in Victoria. There are ancient snowgums with trunks knobbled and bent, and tunnelled-out entrances that look like fairies have made homes in them. It’s magical and quiet except for the noise of giggling and chattering teenagers. 

			We’re doing a loop walk, which means we don’t have to travel back the same way. The path steepens as we head into the valley. The air is cooler down here because of all the huge tree ferns. I can’t help but think about Dad and try to remember the botanic names for the plants we’re seeing. He explained to me that these forests are made up of layers of vegetation. Those seeking light grow the tallest – usually the eucalypts – and they stretch their branches as high as they can to chase the sun. This upper storey protects the smaller plants from the wind. 

			The second level includes the tree ferns and the shorter, bushier plants. They come up to the waist of the tall trees. Then the bottom layer is the forest floor covered with decomposing litter and branches that support the growth of fungi and moss and small ferns. Down here it’s well shaded. 

			It’s a bit like my friends and me. There’s Ellie stretching up to the sun, her long legs catapulting her above the rest of us, as she tries to protect us from being buffeted by the world. Bridge is next, chasing after Ellie, but not quite as tall, filling the space with loudness and laughter. I’m on the ground, a bit in the dark about where I’m supposed to be going, always the seedling trying to grow but slower than everyone else. 

			We head up a small rise out of the valley. As we reach the top where the trees are cleared a little, Ms Pearson stops in front of us. ‘We’re going to pause here for an hour for lunch. Then we’ll head off again,’ she shouts. 

			Nobody is listening. Everyone is already rummaging through bags and ripping into sandwiches and wraps. 

			Tom pulls an old SLR camera from his pack. ‘Shall we?’ he says. ‘Might find something we can use for the photography assignment.’

			‘Can I eat first?’ I say, savaging the Vegemite roll-up that Ellie made.

			He smiles. ‘Wouldn’t want to get in the way of a nutritious meal.’

			‘Hardly. It’s Vegemite and bread.’

			Tom kneels down on the ground, eating his sandwich much more politely than I am. Ellie walks over to grab some sunscreen from my bag. We’re sharing because we’re trying to hike light. 

			‘You’re not even sweating,’ I tell her. She doesn’t look all red and blotchy like I bet I do.

			‘You guys are walking way faster than anyone else,’ she says. 

			‘My bad,’ says Tom.

			Ellie takes the sunscreen over to Bridge.

			Tom finishes eating, wipes his hands on his shorts and then holds up the camera. ‘I have no idea how to use this. It’s Mum’s. From the last century.’

			I laugh at his confused expression. ‘Maybe start by taking off the lens cap?’

			‘You’re very wise, Clem-with-the-pencils,’ he says. 

			He starts focussing the camera on the moss at the base of a gum tree. I hear the click as he takes a photo.

			‘Did it work?’

			‘I have no idea. We won’t know until we develop the photos.’

			I laugh as he heads further into the bush. He stops and looks back at me, pushing his hair off his face, and then nodding towards the clump of trees, causing his hair to flop right back where it was. 

			I jump up and follow.

			Dad would love the idea we are taking proper photos with a camera that isn’t digital. He hates how everyone snaps things on phones and then deletes them if they aren’t perfect. 

			Tom and I step carefully through the undergrowth, until we reach something that needs to be remembered. 

			‘Look. There’s a tiny clump of toadstools,’ says Tom, pointing underneath the root of a dead tree. 

			‘Fungi.’

			‘I’m a fun guy,’ Tom says.

			I groan. ‘Dad joke.’

			He smiles. ‘Harsh. Here you go … your turn.’ He hands me the camera.

			I lean down and try to focus, which is tricky on this camera because I have to twist the actual lens. ‘Not just like pressing a button, is it?’

			Tom crouches next to me. He’s super close and our knees are almost touching. I snap the photo, knowing that it’s all out of whack but wanting to move away from him because his closeness makes me nervous.

			‘Here you go,’ I say, handing over the camera.

			‘Thanks.’

			‘Should we head back?’ I ask.

			‘Already?’ He sounds disappointed and I’m not sure if it’s because he likes taking photos or if he likes being around me. Embarrassed, I shrug but don’t look at him. 

			‘No worries,’ he says. ‘We can finish the roll of film on the way back.’

			We take it in turns to photograph things that look unusual or interesting on our way out of the forest. Tom chatters about stuff, his holidays and his family and soon I find myself answering more easily. 

			‘My brother started year seven this year and I have to walk with him in the mornings because he gets a bit overwhelmed …’

			‘Right.’

			‘Sorry, don’t know why I just said that.’ Tom laughs but it sounds nervy and he pretends to concentrate on the bark of a tree. 

			‘It’s really hard starting year seven, isn’t it?’ I say.

			‘I was lost for the entire year.’

			‘Me too. Year eight is heaps easier.’

			I look down and see a small lizard lying on the ground in a square of sunlight. I whisper to Tom and point at it. He nods and fiddles with the camera, taking a few quick photos. 

			As I move forward, a stick cracks under my foot and the lizard jerks its head to one side, like it’s trying to work out what’s coming. Then it scurries away, disappearing under piles of dead leaves.

			‘Probably thought you were a giant,’ Tom says.

			I laugh. ‘It would be the only thing that ever thought that.’

			‘Do you mind?’ Tom says, pointing the camera at me. ‘You’ll probably be a blob anyway because I have no idea about the right light and exposure and stuff but it might make a nice photo.’

			I start to pose, knowing there will be no digital proof and this will never end up on Instagram. But Tom tells me to stop. He tells me to stay exactly where I am and just look ‘natural’.

			‘Impossible to look natural when someone tells you to,’ I say, laughing.

			And I hear him snap the button. ‘If it works, it’ll be a beauty.’

			‘Oh …’ I say. My neck starts to flush as his words loop. Nobody has ever used the word ‘beauty’ before in relation to me, except maybe Mum or Dad. And they don’t count. 

			As Tom steps towards me, I straighten up and focus on a leaf, still trying to process his words. Maybe he was just commenting on his composition, not on the subject. Or maybe … 

			‘Come on, let’s get back.’ And I start heading back to the clearing, where the others are just visible through the trees, as I try and settle my racing heart. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 21 

			By the time we arrive at the campsite it’s late afternoon. Mainly because lots of people needed toilet breaks and we had to wait while they walked deeper into the bush so nobody could see them squatting on the ground. 

			Now we’ve all eaten a pre-dinner dinner of noodles and muesli bars, most of the kids are involved in a game of footy under the trees. Bored by the game, I head over to the fire pit that Ms Pearson has already lit for the night. Jacqs is kneeling down next to it, poking the wood with a stick. 

			‘I’m on fire duty,’ she says, looking up with smudges of dirt on her face.

			I squat near her, and she holds out the stick to me so that I can have a turn. I shake my head. I’m not on good terms with fire.

			‘I found a needle in my stuff if you want me to pierce your ear?’

			‘Think I’m okay, thanks.’

			Jacqs stabs at the pile of wood with her stick. ‘If you change your mind …’ she says.

			‘We’re going for a swim!’ Bridge yells, running through the campsite. 

			I love swimming, especially in the middle of nowhere with my friends. 

			‘Wanna come, Jacqs?’ I call, as Ellie drags me towards our tent.

			‘Nah, got my period.’ She yells it like she doesn’t care who hears and I’m surprised by her boldness. 

			‘Have to beat the boys in,’ Bridge says, pushing into the tent as fast as she can, making the whole structure wobble.

			‘Careful. Don’t want the tent falling down,’ says Ellie. 

			‘I’ll just wait till you’re finished,’ I say, knowing that somehow I have to ball up my socks and wedge them into my bathers.

			Ellie shakes her head. ‘Just get changed. Come on.’

			She pulls me inside. Bridge is already half-undressed and I notice her body without meaning to. Her boobs are big, bigger than my mum’s. I look away, down at the ground, then concentrate on finding my bathers in my bag. 

			‘I think I forgot mine,’ I say quickly, even though I can see the clump of familiar black under my towel.

			‘I have spares,’ says Ellie. ‘If you want?’

			Ellie’s bathers wouldn’t fit me. They’d be loose around the boob part. Clenching my jaw, I pull out mine. ‘It’s okay. They’re here.’

			Bridge wriggles into her bikini bottoms. I’ve never seen her in anything but Nat’s old one-pieces before. Bridge’s stuff is all hand-me-downs.

			‘New bathers?’ I ask, trying to keep my voice as calm as possible.

			She grins and does a little turn so that I can see the frills and spots. ‘You like?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Christmas present. Only because the others had lost their elastic and they were basically see-through.’ She adjusts the bra top and I think how grown-up she looks, how not like my friend she looks. 

			‘Hurry up, Clem,’ Ellie says.

			Ellie’s ready too. She’s in racing bathers, green and sleek, making her tanned skin look even darker. I slip my shorts and undies off, bending over so nobody can see anything. Then I slide my bathers on, hoiking them up to my waist. I try and get my arms out of my crop top while I keep my t-shirt on, so I’m covered. But my left arm tangles in the sleeve and I can’t move it out or in.

			‘Need a little help?’ Bridge asks, yanking my t-shirt off and over my head before I’ve even answered her. I yelp as I cover myself with my arms, my crop top hanging around my neck. 

			I spin around, facing the back of the tent. My friends go quiet, which means they are probably looking at each other and communicating silently with their eyes. That’s always the worst. Mum and Dad do that too. I quickly pull the straps up.

			‘Ready?’ Ellie says softly.

			‘Let’s go!’ says Bridge, unzipping the tent.

			‘I’ll meet you down there. Sunscreen,’ I tell them.

			I wait till they’ve gone and then I grab my socks from my bag. Without a mirror I have to do this by feel. I squash one sock in and then the other, patting them both so they are not too lumpy. I put my t-shirt back on so I’m not walking through the campsite in bathers.

			A squeal meets me outside as some of the other kids run to the water. I’m slower to follow, scuffing my sneakers through the dust. 

			I look down at my chest. It’s not flat like it normally is from this angle. I fold my arms in front of me, hoping nobody notices that I look different. 

			The freshwater lake is not far from the campsite. There’s a scattering of coloured sneakers and thongs along the muddy edge. I kick my Converse off and sink my toes into the squelchy sludge. Aside from our little pocket of action, the lake is calm and dotted with birds perched high on the claw-like branches of dead trees. 

			Ms Pearson is yelling instructions but nobody seems to be listening. 

			Most of the other kids are already in the water, kneeling on the bottom in a circle, chatting to each other. They look like teenagers. The girls are tall and developed and the boys are shorter but growing. I look like someone’s little sister and I loiter at the edge, the water just grazing my feet. 

			Bridge is up on Ellie’s shoulders and they’re wrestling with Sammy and Hugo. I watch Bridge reach for Hugo’s arms, gripping them tight. She’s laughing and trying to pull him down. Then Ellie pushes forward and she causes the boys to topple into the water while Bridge cheers from up high.

			‘Come on, Clem!’ Bridge yells, waving to me.

			Nobody else is wearing a t-shirt, so I quickly whip it off and toss it down near my shoes, and wade in. Usually I would take ages to slip into this water because it’s cold and murky and I can’t see the bottom, but I don’t want anyone staring at my chest, so I dive in quickly, eyes clenched tight. As I come up, I slide my hands through my hair, slicking it off my face.

			Bridge dives off the top of Ellie’s shoulders, nearly landing on me.

			‘Wanna turn?’ Ellie asks.

			‘Sure,’ I say and then I realise it means everyone will see me if I’m up there. I shake my head. ‘Actually, no.’

			Bridge is slicing the top of the lake with her hand and slinging the water at Hugo. And then Tom swims over so there’s a little group of us.

			‘Hey, Clem,’ says Tom with an apple hanging out of his mouth.

			‘Hey, Tom.’

			His hair is messy and wet. As he launches out of the water, I see the white of his skin and how hairless and smooth his chest is. I glance down and then back at the sky, not knowing where to look or what to do.

			Bridge swims closer to me. ‘He likes you,’ she whispers.

			I watch as Tom and Hugo muck around behind her.

			‘But he doesn’t even know me.’ 

			‘I knew within seconds that I liked you. Are you saying I’m wrong?’ 

			I roll my eyes at her. ‘You were five.’

			Bridge throws herself at me and drags me under. I swallow the murky water and cough as I burst back up again. ‘Yuck!’ I say, splashing her in the face.

			She laughs and goes to pull me under again, but I push her away.

			‘What’s that?’ Bridge says, pointing at me.

			‘What?’ I ask, looking down.

			‘Looks like a sock,’ says Bridge, reaching forward and plucking a bright electric pink sock from the top of my bathers where it half floats on the surface of the water. Of course, it’s my bright electric pink sock. As if I can’t quite believe it, I check my chest. It’s now very uneven.

			Bridge is staring at me in a way that means she just worked out why I had a sock inside my bathers. I snatch it from her hand and then dive under so that nobody can see me. I quickly yank the other sock free and ball them up together, then let go, releasing them into the lake. 

			As I bob up, Bridge looks at me with a worried face and it makes me hurl all the water I can at her. I start swimming for the shore. If I hurry, maybe nobody will notice how flat I am.

			My toes dig into the mud as I hit the edge of the lake. My friends are calling me, but I keep moving. I grab my shoes, not bothering to pull them on, and run. The ground is rough, and gumnuts and twigs jab into my feet, but I’m not stopping. Then I remember my t-shirt is still at the water’s edge. I’ll have to go back for it later. 

			Some of Tom’s friends are near their tent. I run behind the back so they don’t see me, and hurl myself inside. 

			I know I’m sniffling. Maybe it’s just the dirty lake water. That’s why my eyes are stinging and watery. I pull off my bathers as fast as I can, then wrap myself in my towel so I don’t have to see how flat I am. I’m mostly dressed, when the zip on the front of the tent starts. 

			‘It’s just me,’ I hear Bridge say as her head pops through the fly and then the rest of her follows, wrapped in a towel. ‘Like Nat’s chicken fillets in her bra?’

			‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

			‘Is this because of Tom?’ she whispers. 

			I glare at her, anger flooding my body. 

			‘It doesn’t matter if you’re flat-chested.’

			‘It matters to me!’ I say, and then remember we are in a tent, and the whole campsite probably just heard me. 

			‘Okay,’ says Bridge, like she doesn’t know what else to say to me. 

			I turn my back to her, and then I hear the zip at the front of the tent. By the time I turn back, she’s gone. I grab the block of caramel chocolate and start on a row. I’m into the second when Ellie presses her face against the flyscreen window on the side of the tent. ‘I rescued your t-shirt,’ she says.

			‘Thanks.’

			‘Can I get changed?’

			I nod without looking at her, and hear the crinkle of her feet on the leaves as she heads to the front of the tent. She looks strong and fierce in her bathers with her hair pulled back in a ponytail. 

			‘Bridge told me what happened … with the socks,’ she says, grabbing her clothes from her pack.

			The sigh I release is like the giant ones I usually reserve for Mum. ‘Who else did she tell?’

			‘Nobody.’

			I don’t want to watch Ellie change so I roll over and press my face into the thin mat, feeling the bony lumps of rock on the ground.

			‘She’s just trying to help, Clem.’

			I lift my head enough to answer. ‘I don’t want her help.’ Then I flop back down, wishing I could stay in here forever.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22 

			Everyone is cooking or eating by the time I make an appearance. I’m wearing Dad’s t-shirt and a thick black jumper with the hood pulled up so that I can hide. 

			I hear Bridge’s laugh before I see her. She’s chatting to Hugo, Sammy and Tom, and I feel a rush of heat spread up my neck. I stop before I reach the fire pit, considering what I should do. If I wasn’t so hungry, I might make a run for it. 

			‘Can you cut the salami, Clem?’ says Ellie, holding out a knife and a chopping board. 

			‘Sure.’

			I balance the board on one of the logs, and hold the salami steady. The knife is too blunt to cut neatly, so I hack uneven-looking pieces off the end, eating some as I go. 

			‘Leave a bit for dinner,’ Ellie says lightly, stirring whatever is in the Trangia.

			‘I’m just eating Bridge’s share,’ I tell her.

			She smiles and rescues the rest of the salami from the board, tossing it into the pot. ‘I think it’s ready.’

			It’s quieter tonight than it has been. Maybe because everyone is so tired after hiking and swimming. The smell of food is thick in the air, and most of the sounds are forks and spoons crashing into metal bowls.

			I hold the first bowl out and Ellie dishes some food into it. 

			‘Take that to Bridge, can you?’ she says, without looking up at me.

			Groaning on the inside, I carry the bowl around the fire, to where Bridge sits on a log between Hugo, Tom and Sammy.

			‘Here,’ I say, holding out her dinner.

			‘Thanks. I’m starving.’

			Tom sticks his face over the bowl and sighs. ‘Actual food. We had Twistie sandwiches.’ 

			‘Yum,’ I tell him.

			‘Yeah, they were pretty good. We finished most of our real food last night. Didn’t you, Hugo?’ Tom says.

			‘A mistake, Hudson!’

			Tom rolls his eyes at me, and I can’t help but smile. It’s not his fault my favourite pink socks are at the bottom of the lake. 

			‘Here, Clem,’ says Ellie, walking over with our dinner. There is space next to Tom on the log, so I go to sit down. Ellie plonks next to Sammy. 

			I’m so hungry that I actually don’t care how the mess of olives and tomato and rice tastes, and as I shovel the first few mouthfuls, I realise that’s it actually tastier than Mum’s tempeh or tofu.

			‘Clem-with-the-pencils, trade? A piece of salami for a handful of Tim Tam crumbs?’ says Tom. ‘Hugo slept on the packet!’

			‘Two handfuls.’

			‘Deal.’ 

			I scoop a piece of salami onto my fork and drop it into Tom’s hand. 

			‘Why do you call her Clem-with-the-pencils?’ Bridge asks.

			‘She saved my life,’ says Tom, pretending to be serious. ‘Didn’t you, Clem?’

			‘I did. I’m a lifesaver.’ 

			As much as I’m not used to this sort of attention, I am enjoying the confused look on Bridge’s face. ‘Ri-ight,’ she says. 

			‘Wanna go swimming again after dinner?’ Sammy asks.

			Everyone starts talking about the lake and begging Ms Pearson to let them go in again, and I stay quiet.

			‘Don’t you like swimming?’ Tom asks, bending closer.

			‘Yeah, I love it.’

			‘But you didn’t last long in the water. You ran out like you were being attacked by a giant crocodile.’

			I frown at him. 

			‘Bridge said it had something to do with socks …’

			I turn towards Bridge, who is shaking her head. ‘She what?’

			He laughs and it makes the roar in my ears even louder. I get up and drop my dirty bowl on Bridge’s lap. I stomp towards the tent, aware that everyone is watching me. 

			‘Clem-with-the-pencils! Thought we could talk music. Hugo still listens to bad pop. He thinks the Ramones is a film.’

			I’m at the tent when Bridge catches me. ‘Clem, I didn’t tell him anything.’

			I clench my teeth as hard as I can, to stop myself from saying something I’ll regret. ‘He said you did.’

			‘As if, Clem. You’re my best friend. I’m not going to humiliate you.’

			‘What did you say then?’

			‘I told him the sock fish got you … it was a joke,’ she says coldly.

			‘Well, it’s not funny!’

			She shakes her head. ‘Whatever, Clem. You stay here sulking. I’ll go back and have some fun.’

			‘Fine.’

			‘Fine,’ she says, spinning around and storming back towards the campfire, leaving me alone feeling like I’ve just spoiled everything. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 23 

			We’ve been hiking for nine kilometres, carrying our backpacks and all the camping stuff. My pack is actually bigger than me so I look like a beetle and if I fell backwards, I’d probably be stuck there, with legs and arms twitching in the air. 

			Ms Pearson told us we can stop for lunch and everyone is hurrying to the cleared area where we can dump our stuff and eat. The clearing is much windier than the path because there aren’t any trees to offer protection. The wind isn’t cold, but it’s whipping the dust around and making me sniff. 

			‘Over there might be better,’ I say, pointing to where some tea-trees are clumped together because they will act like a little windbreak. 

			‘Tree nerd,’ says Bridge, smiling at me. 

			It’s the first time she’s smiled at me today. And after last night I’ve been careful to avoid being alone with her. 

			‘Clem, I’ve sorted things with Tom,’ she whispers in my ear.

			‘What?’

			‘I didn’t ask him straight out, but I’m pretty sure I was right. He likes you, so you don’t have to worry about being flat and stuff anymore.’

			I shake my head. ‘I don’t want you talking about me.’

			‘I was subtle,’ she says. 

			‘Subtle? You?’ Hugo says, overhearing the end of our conversation. ‘Impossible.’

			Bridge laughs and lets herself be dragged back into the group. I unclip my pack and it slides off, landing hard on the ground with a puff of dust. I stretch down, touching my toes and feeling the pull across my back where the pack was clutching onto me. 

			I take out my stale roll-up, trying not to think about Bridge’s words. 

			‘After camp, I’ll never eat Vegemite again,’ says Ellie.

			Sammy starts rubbing Ellie’s shoulders and Bridge points at a sore spot on hers. ‘Just here, thanks, Hugo,’ she jokes. Hugo laughs and nabs a bite from her roll-up. She bats him away. 

			Tom smiles at me and I can feel a blush starting deep inside. It was okay talking to him yesterday, but now that I know he likes me it feels all awkward and obvious. 

			‘Excited about the climb tomorrow?’ Tom asks. 

			I nod. 

			‘Me too. I love climbing.’

			Bridge sticks her face up next to mine. ‘You two have so much in common,’ she says. ‘It’s a-mazing.’

			I don’t risk looking at Tom or Bridge. Instead I look at everyone else, trying to find a distraction. Behind them, Jacqs is squatted on the ground, eating a roll-up that looks exactly like mine, while trying to read a book with one hand. I walk off from my friends. It’s probably rude and I’m sure Bridge will have something to say later but too bad. 

			‘Bite for a bite?’ I say. 

			‘Vegemite?’ 

			I nod.

			‘Pass,’ she says. ‘I found a book in my bag. It’s not as good as the crime one I read last week but it’s better than the conversation I was having with Sal and Wah Yun,’ she says. ‘They’re weirdly obsessed with make-up techniques.’

			‘Fun,’ I say.

			‘Last night they were trying to do makeovers in the tent. Sal spilt nail polish on her sleeping bag. And Wah Yun mopped it up with my sock. Now I have a very hard and stinky sock!’

			Jacqs folds the corner of her book and closes it.

			‘You’re a page folder?’ I say.

			‘You’re not a bookmark girl, are you?’

			‘Nope.’ 

			‘That’s a relief. Thought we couldn’t be friends,’ she says, smiling. 

			It’s not that I don’t want to be friends with Jacqs. I’m just surprised to hear her say the word. 

			‘You having fun?’ she asks me. 

			I stall for time. I don’t want to pretend with Jacqs, but I don’t want to spill the exact truth about Bridge teasing me, and Tom liking me either. I decide on sarcasm. ‘I love carrying more than my own weight and eating Vegemite bread for lunch. You?’

			She looks up at the cloudy sky and then shrugs. ‘Could be worse. Could be raining,’ she says. 

			‘Could be leeches,’ I say, thinking of Nat’s warning to us.

			‘Or snakes.’

			‘Or ticks.’

			‘Or a bushfire,’ she says.

			‘Or, or … I can’t think of anything else.’

			‘Or you could be fighting with your friends,’ she says.

			‘Yeah, that would suck,’ I say, concentrating on the foil covering my roll-up and thinking about Bridge. 

			‘Lucky I don’t have any close friends on camp,’ she says. ‘Sal and Wah Yun are nice but I don’t think we’re at the friend stage.’

			I wonder if that includes me too. It’s not always easy to know when you’ve crossed from chatting to someone to confiding in someone. 

			I risk a quick look across to where Ellie and Bridge are, and they are still laughing and mucking around with the boys. I look back at Jacqs. She’s watching me and I decide that I don’t want to talk about my friends. ‘Do your parents care how many piercings you have?’ I say.

			She grins. ‘No. They don’t care about much. As long as I’m not failing school and I remember to unpack the dishwasher, they leave me alone.’

			I imagine what that would be like. Parents who didn’t know my timetable, didn’t know where I was every second, didn’t confiscate my phone if I wasn’t paying them enough attention. 

			‘Saddle up, everyone. Lunch is over,’ calls Ms Pearson. 

			‘Maybe we can just leave our packs here,’ says Jacqs.

			‘Nobody would notice, would they?’

			Around us, everyone is slowly preparing to leave. Ms Pearson is trying to hurry small groups into action, and then the sky darkens like someone has just pulled a blind across. Jacqs holds her hand out flat. ‘Oops. I might have summoned the rain!’

			A heavy drop lands on my arm. And another. Suddenly everyone starts squealing and laughing. 

			‘Let’s move it,’ yells Ms Pearson.

			I dash back to where my backpack is and it’s like I never took it off. A handful of raindrops falls on my head and shoulders. 

			I don’t mean to leave Bridge and the others but somehow I end up following Jacqs instead. At least the trees provide a bit of shelter on the path, but the rain is falling harder now and the air has a slight stormy edge to it. 

			‘What was next on the list, Clem?’ Jacqs asks from ahead of me.

			‘Leeches,’ I tell her.

			‘I really hope you’re wrong.’

			‘Me too.’

			About an hour later, we reach the edge of the low point of the river. We have to wade through ankle-deep water to get across to the middle where it’s deeper and from there we have to step carefully across the large flat rocks.

			Ms Pearson had warned us about this. Told us that sometimes the river is as high as our waists and other times, we can step across the rocks without getting wet at all. I’m in front of Jacqs and I watch a couple of kids try and plot their dry crossing. One makes it. The other slips and crashes into the water, swearing loud enough that Ms Pearson tells him to be quiet. 

			I pause at the edge. Jacqs comes up beside me. ‘At least the rain’s stopped,’ she says. 

			‘Yeah. But I’m soaked.’ As I say it, I notice how her t-shirt is sticking to her skin and I look down and see mine is too. Now it’s really obvious how flat I am. I pull it loose and wring out some of the water.

			‘Hurry up, Clem!’ Wah Yun says. 

			‘Back off, Wah Yun, or I’ll make you replace my sock. She’s going as fast as she can,’ Jacqs says. 

			Self-conscious, I keep holding my t-shirt away from me as I step onto the first rock. I’m three rocks across when I have to choose between a short flat rock and a long sharp-looking one. I pick the long one, and my foot slides backwards and I’m waist deep in the water before I can save myself. 

			I stumble trying to find a sturdy rock to stand on, but the riverbed is covered in slime and my sneakers keep slipping, when I feel a hand grab my arm and yank me out. 

			‘You going for a swim?’ Jacqs says, helping me to the other side. 

			The river water is running down my bare legs, filling up my Converse. 

			‘So gross,’ I say.

			‘Yeah. And I think you were right about the leeches,’ she tells me.

			‘Really? Where?’ All at once I can feel things crawling everywhere on my skin. 

			‘Hold still!’ Jacqs bends down and pulls something from my calf. I yelp a little as she tugs, but more from surprise than pain. She holds up the brown fleshy leech before she flings it back into the river. 

			‘That is so disgusting,’ I tell her. 

			‘Better check the rest,’ she says, pulling her top up and flashing her red lace bra. I discreetly peep down the front of my shirt, but I can’t see anything. Then we check our legs and up into our shorts. She has a little leech on her ankle and she tugs it fast and chucks it as far as she can. 

			‘I really hate nature,’ she tells me, wiping her hand across the trickle of blood on her leg where the leech had started sucking. 

			Someone further ahead screams and I imagine that they’ve just noticed the leeches too. 

			‘So do they,’ Jacqs says, laughing. 

			‘You were so calm,’ I tell her, amazed. 

			She shrugs. ‘Yeah. I guess it’s like piercing your own ear. You’ve just got to be fast and not put off by a little blood.’

			We start heading up the ridge towards where Ms Pearson seems to be leading a leech check, when Jacqs grins at me. ‘Snakes next,’ she says. ‘Won’t be so calm then.’ 

			I smile back. Even battling the largest, most aggressive black snake wouldn’t change how much fun I’m having with Jacqs. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 24 

			The rest of the hike was uneventful. No snakes, no ticks and no bushfires. By the time we made it to the campsite and put up the tents, everyone was exhausted. Most of our stuff is wet, except for the sleeping bags, which Ellie had insisted we shove inside rubbish bags, but all our clothes are damp and the matches are dead. 

			Now I’m eating uncooked two-minute noodles for dinner. Most of us are hanging around the fire that Ms Pearson started in the pit and trying to dry off. The clouds have cleared and the air is cool but not cold. The sky is flooded with pink and it’s one of those beautiful summer night skies that somehow makes the memory of the leeches less disgusting. I do wish that I’d listened to Mum and brought the other pair of socks.

			Bridge and I haven’t talked since we set up camp. She’s been off with the boys and I’ve been hanging around the campfire. 

			I feel arms slide around my waist and I can tell that it’s Ellie hugging me from behind. ‘Hi, stranger,’ she says. 

			I turn around so that I’m facing her. ‘Hi.’ 

			‘That looks … delicious,’ she says, sniffing the packet of noodles.

			‘It is. Cooking’s overrated.’ I hold the packet out to her and shake the crumbs. 

			‘I never say no to raw dry food. Thanks,’ she says, taking a noodle and chewing it. ‘Yum. So we’re going for a swim before the sun goes down. Want to come?’

			I shake my head. ‘No swimming for me.’

			‘Come on, it’ll be fun. I’ll stay with you.’

			‘Promise?’

			She nods. ‘Now finish your dinner.’

			I hold the packet up to my mouth and swallow the last scraps. Then I ball up the plastic and wedge it into my pocket. 

			‘No washing up,’ she says. ‘Perfect. Come on. Ms Pearson said she’d take us down to the jetty.’

			The wooden jetty is wobbly and short, but it seems strong enough to hold us as we launch from it. Ms Pearson checked, before we jumped off, that the water was deep enough so we wouldn’t break our legs. Then Hugo of course pretended his legs were broken.

			There are not that many of us. Maybe ten kids swimming around in the cool lake. Ellie’s been sticking to my side even though the boys and Bridge are in the water too. 

			‘El, I’ll race you,’ says Sammy.

			Ellie is a state champion runner, but she can also swim faster than pretty much anyone I know.

			She looks at me. ‘Clem? Want to swim with us?’

			I know she’s trying to look out for me, but I also don’t want to be in the way. I shake my head. 

			‘Make sure you beat him,’ I tell her.

			‘Oh, I will,’ she says with a grin.

			She slides her hair elastic from her wrist and ties her hair back so that it’s slicked down. ‘I’ll give you a head start, Sammy,’ she says.

			‘Ha! Don’t need one.’

			I count them down and they erupt in a flurry of arms and legs. The others swim over. 

			‘As if he’s going to beat her,’ laughs Bridge. 

			We tread water as we watch Ellie powering past Sammy. 

			‘Wanna race, Bridge?’ Hugo says.

			‘Racing is so not my thing,’ she says. Then she scoops her hands into the water and hurls it at Hugo. ‘I want a water fight!’

			Hugo laughs and flings water wildly in our direction. Bridge leaps up and tries to push him under, pressing down on his bare shoulders. He grins at her and then overpowers her, throwing her backwards into the water. I wait for Bridge to include Tom and me, but she doesn’t. She’s focussed entirely on Hugo. Her laugh is creating ripples across the water. She seems so natural. So relaxed. 

			Bobbing around in my very large t-shirt that is ballooning out like a life raft, I float away from them, wondering if I could join Sal and Wah Yun in the shallows. But before I get that far, Tom doggy-paddles towards me. ‘Favourite Ramones song?’ he asks. 

			‘If I had to choose … “Blitzkrieg Bop”.’

			He nods, then tells me why I’m wrong. After a couple of minutes of this, I scoop a handful of water into his face. He looks surprised.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry … I was …’

			But before I can finish my apology, he retaliates, and I duck under, trying to hide, but each time I come up, he’s waiting with an evil laugh and another wave of water.

			Without thinking, I burst up from the water and grab his shoulders. As my hands wrap around his bare skin, I can’t believe what I’m doing. But he’s grinning at me and it’s reckless and not at all like me. And our faces are close and without thinking at all, I lean in and kiss his mouth. 

			It’s over in less than a second. It’s a peck, really. Then I let go and duck under the water, trying to slow my beating heart. I kissed a boy. Me. Clem Timmins, flat-chested in her dad’s oversized 80s t-shirt, kissed a boy. 

			When I pop up, Tom is swimming away. My legs churn in the murky water and I don’t know what to do. He’s been so friendly. And Bridge said he likes me. She knows about this stuff. But I thought it would feel different kissing someone. 

			‘Cl-em! Help me get Hugo,’ shouts Bridge. ‘He’s escaped.’

			I need to talk to someone about it and Bridge is the only one around. I swim over to her and she splashes water in my face. ‘Ha, got you.’ 

			‘I just kissed Tom,’ I whisper.

			She drops her hand down. ‘Really?’

			I nod. 

			She squeals in my face. ‘Was it nice?’

			Even though I’m not sure what kissing Tom means, I can’t help be caught up in her excitement. I shrug. ‘I guess.’

			‘Clem! You did it before me!’ she says. ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’

			‘Me neither,’ I tell her.

			‘Where is he?’

			I point behind me where he’s swimming with Ellie and Sammy. 

			‘Why’s he over there?’

			‘I don’t know. Is that a bad sign?’ I ask her. ‘It was just a peck, not anything big.’ Now I’m beginning to wonder if I imagined the whole thing. 

			‘Do you want me to call him over?’

			I shake my head. ‘No. I don’t want anything to change. I’m not even sure why I did it.’

			‘But you’d make such a nice couple,’ says Bridge.

			‘I don’t know if I want that.’ I’m starting to feel a panicky prickle run along my skin. 

			‘Bridge,’ Hugo yells. 

			But Bridge is in heavy gossip mode and I know that nothing will stop her focussing on this. ‘Just act cool,’ she says.

			‘What does that mean?’ 

			‘Can I tell Hugo?’ she says. 

			‘No.’

			‘So boring, Clem.’

			Ms Pearson calls out to us that it’s time to get out before the sun goes down and the eels get us. I’m not sure if there are eels, but it seems to work because we all start swimming towards the shore, hurrying a little like we don’t want to be the last one out. 

			‘Eels?’ I ask Bridge.

			‘There were leeches. Probably eels.’

			Ms Pearson’s sitting on a log, with her sunglasses on, and she slides them up her face as we pass, and it reminds me of Mum. I wait for her to say something but she doesn’t. She just gives me a little half smile, which I can’t make sense of. I pull my t-shirt loose so that it suckers away from my body and fills with air, and then I hurry across the rough ground towards the tent.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25 

			When I was little, I used to imagine my first kiss. I used to think it would be with the person I’d end up marrying. I had all these ideas about boys and romance from reading fairytales with my nan, and now I can’t even imagine having another conversation with Tom, let alone marrying him.

			Bridge, Ellie and I are all squashed into the tent, trying to dry ourselves and find clean clothes to put on, which of course none of us have. Bridge tells Ellie that I kissed Tom and she doesn’t squeal like Bridge did. In fact, she says nothing. She just keeps pulling on her socks. 

			‘Aren’t you excited, El?’ Bridge says.

			‘Tom already told us.’

			I turn away from them and awkwardly manoeuvre myself out of my bathers and into my crop top while Bridge grills Ellie about what Tom said. Bridge seems to think it’s positive that he told the others, but I can tell from Ellie’s voice that she’s holding something back. 

			‘Hey, Clem, you in there?’ 

			I’m pretty sure it’s Tom. It sounds like him. Then Bridge yelps and pulls a very excited face at me, meaning it’s definitely him. 

			‘Yeah …’ 

			‘Can we talk?’ he says.

			‘She’s coming,’ says Bridge.

			Rolling my eyes at her, I try to find her hand mirror so I can check my hair, but the floor of the tent is a spill of clothes and wet socks and food wrappers and nothing is where it should be. I fluff the front of my fringe with my fingers and Bridge nods at me. Then she mimes blowing onto her hand and checking her breath doesn’t smell bad. I do the same. Then she leans over to smear lip gloss on my mouth before I can tell her I don’t want it.

			Bridge gives me two thumbs up as I unzip the fly. My body is coiled tight like Mum has just caught me on Instagram and is about to ground me for the rest of my life. Tom is standing to the side of our tent. He’s still in his bathers with a jumper on and his hair is roughly towelled dry. He looks as nervous as I do.

			I try and wedge through the front of the tent as elegantly as possible, but my bum gets stuck because I haven’t pulled the zip high enough and as I jerk free, the tent shakes as if the whole thing will come with me.

			Tom smiles but it’s shaded by something, like only half his face is happy to see me. Now it doesn’t feel like it was me who kissed him. It’s as though someone else did it, a sort of water creature version of me.

			‘So Clem … um …’ he says, kicking at the ground in his thongs. A stick claws under his toes and he tries to flick it loose but it doesn’t move. Then he bends down to pluck the stick out. ‘Ow!’ he says. ‘That hurt.’

			I laugh but the sound is wrong somehow, like it’s too forced and too light for whatever this moment is about to be. 

			‘Um … the thing is … actually, can we walk?’

			‘Oh, okay.’

			Trying to still my breathing because I don’t know what’s about to happen, I trail after Tom. He seems to be heading into the scrub around the edge of the tents, away from the lake and the fire pit, away from people. 

			I shiver slightly because everything I’m wearing is damp and the air is cool against my skin. I skip to keep up with Tom who is walking fast. 

			‘So, um … Clem … the thing is I like David Bowie, not Blondie,’ he says.

			‘Right … great. I like David Bowie too,’ I tell him.

			He stops, looks at me and tries a smile. ‘He’s great, right?’

			I nod, as confused as I was when Dad tried to explain the economy to me. ‘Yeah,’ I say.

			‘But I like him like him …’ says Tom.

			‘You know he’s dead?’ I say, wondering what Tom means by all of this.

			‘I cried a lot that day,’ he tells me. 

			‘Ri-ght.’

			Tom starts walking again and I follow him, hoping that nobody is watching us.

			‘What I mean is that I would rather kiss David Bowie than Blondie …’

			A small stick cracks under my foot and I suddenly realise what Tom is saying. He doesn’t like me like that. He likes boys. 

			‘Oh.’

			Tom nods. ‘I know. I’m sorry, it was my fault. I thought we were becoming friends and obviously you thought it was more and I muddied everything …’

			‘Bridge said …’ And then I understand that she didn’t actually ask him anything and just invented what she thought would cheer me up. I close my eyes really tight, hoping to miraculously vanish. 

			‘Clem?’

			I shake my head. ‘Don’t want to talk about it.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ he says quietly.

			‘Yep. Gotta go.’

			This couldn’t be any worse. At all. I kissed a boy who not only doesn’t like me, he doesn’t like girls. And I didn’t even realise. And I’m not sure I wanted to kiss him. Not really. 

			I run for the tent, embarrassed, freezing and very-nearly crying. 

			Ellie opens the tent flap for me and her soft expression totally sets my tears off. She knows. Sammy knows. Everyone knows. 

			‘He told you?’ she asks.

			I hurl myself onto the sleeping mat, my hip hitting the hairbrush and something else hard. ‘Yeah, he told me.’

			‘Clem, I’m really sorry,’ says Bridge.

			‘Yeah. You should be. You said he liked me.’

			‘He does like you,’ she says.

			‘As a friend!’ I snap back. ‘I kissed him. And I only kissed him because of you.’ 

			‘My bad. I got it wrong.’

			‘Yeah, you really did. Thanks.’

			‘It’s not all my fault. You kissed him, not me,’ she says.

			Ellie shuffles closer so that she can rub my back. It’s usually calming but right now I don’t want either of them near me. 

			‘Sammy told me that Tom likes a boy at school,’ says Ellie. 

			‘Great. Maybe you could have told me that this morning.’

			‘I didn’t know then,’ says Ellie.

			‘Can you guys just go,’ I tell them.

			‘Come on, Clem.’ Bridge leans down and tries to snuggle into me, but I push her away. 

			I hear Ellie saying that maybe they should hang out near the fire and part of me wants her to stay. But the other part wants everyone to leave. When I was little, Dad would play hide and seek with me and I’d cover my eyes and believe that nobody could see me, and I really wish that would work now. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 26 

			Bridge and Ellie obviously thought I was asleep when they finally came in last night. I could hear them whispering across me, like I wasn’t there. Bridge chattered on about Hugo and how it’s just like when Nat was at camp, and Ellie kept telling her to keep her voice down. 

			I wanted them to talk about me, so I could sit up like a zombie corpse. But they didn’t. Not once. They just talked about boys and giggled about the leeches that Ms Pearson pulled off Sammy’s face and the fact that Bridge wished she’d been able to photograph it. 

			My two best friends whispered for hours while I pretended to sleep. Then they slept and I still didn’t. And now it’s morning and we have our biggest day of camp and I’m achy and tired and I want to go home. 

			At least we don’t have to carry our packs today because we’re sleeping here again tonight. We just have to hike five kilometres to some cliff where we can climb and abseil. I love climbing trees and being up high, and I’ve never rock climbed outdoors before. Only indoors at a place in the city. Today is one of the reasons I signed up for this subject, so even though I’ve hardly slept, my stomach is all buzzy like it gets when I’m about to compete in a race meet. 

			To avoid talking to Bridge this morning, I need to get out of the tent before she wakes up. I put on my only jumper that is almost dry, and head for the cold, blackened fire pit. Jacqs is the only one there. She’s sitting on a log with her sleeping bag wrapped around her, eating a packet of Iced VoVos. 

			‘Breakfast?’ Jacqs offers me the biscuits. 

			‘Thanks,’ I say, taking one.

			‘I think I’ll be quite happy to go home tomorrow,’ Jacqs says.

			‘Me too.’

			I take another biscuit. 

			‘You’re close to your folks, aren’t you?’ Jacqs says.

			Not wanting her to think I’m really young or anything, I shrug, like it means nothing. 

			‘That’s nice,’ she says in a tone that’s hard to read.

			I must frown or something because she smiles. ‘I’m being sincere.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Not always easy to tell, I know.’

			‘Do you get along with yours?’ I ask her.

			‘Yeah, but it’s not like I hang out with them.’

			I try and imagine my parents not inviting me to go places with them. But I can’t. Since Mum’s been better it’s always the three of us. 

			‘Wasn’t always this way. Mum was unwell for a while so it was just Dad and me then. It’s hard when stuff is going on with your parents that you can’t control.’ 

			Jacqs nods. ‘Yeah, it’s not like my family gets ice-cream together,’ she says, her voice soft. 

			‘I heard you that day,’ I tell her, surprising myself.

			‘Yeah. I figured. Sorry,’ she says.

			Jacqs rattles the packet of Iced VoVos at me so I take another one. 

			‘I’m hoping to make myself sick so I don’t have to climb today,’ she says, chewing the end of the biscuit.

			‘Really? Why?’

			She shrugs. ‘Not my thing.’

			‘It’ll be fun,’ I tell her.

			She swings a leg over the log so she can face me. ‘Yeah, if you’re sporty. I bet you’re really good at climbing.’

			‘I haven’t climbed outside before.’

			‘You’ll be good at it. I’m too …’ She gestures towards her body.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Put it this way: my body is best suited to being on the ground. I have big boobs and a bum and I’m too heavy to pull myself up a cliff.’ 

			‘Oh.’

			Jacqs laughs. ‘Your face, Clem. You don’t know what to say, do you?’

			I shake my head. I consider taking another biscuit just for something to do, but if I eat four I might be sick too. 

			‘Don’t get me wrong. I like my body. But I’ve had boobs for two years and I got my period in year five. It’s fine now that everyone else is getting their period too, but it wasn’t always …’ 

			Shutting my lips tight, I say nothing. She raises an eyebrow at me and I know she’s asking if I have mine. I shake my head, hating the fact I’m telling Jacqs the truth when I can’t even tell my best friends. 

			‘Lucky you,’ she says. ‘It’s a pain, although it has its advantages. You can pretend you have it so you don’t have to swim.’

			‘Like the other day?’

			She shrugs, and I wish I could be so casual about things. Then she slides the rest of the biscuits back into the packet, drapes her red sleeping bag around her neck and heads for her tent. I’m not sure if I botched the conversation or if it went well. I’m still sort of surprised that she was so honest. I can’t imagine what I would have done if I had my period in year five. 

			‘We found dry matches, Clem!’ Bridge yells, heading across to the fire pit. 

			‘We can make tea,’ says Ellie, holding up a pot. 

			Bridge perches on the log next to me as Ellie lights the Trangia and balances the pot of water. ‘Are you okay, Clem?’ Ellie says.

			‘I’m fine.’

			They start talking about the rock climbing and the plans they have for some sort of party tonight.

			‘We can stay up and watch the sunrise,’ Bridge says. ‘You’ll come, won’t you, Clem? Even if Tom’s there? Is that too awkward?’

			‘Don’t think Ms Pearson would let us,’ says Ellie.

			Bridge laughs. ‘Nat did it, when she came. They didn’t sleep at all on the final night.’

			‘We aren’t all Nat,’ I snap.

			‘Righto,’ says Bridge. ‘Are you going to stay angry with me forever?’

			‘Maybe. Haven’t decided yet,’ I tell her, standing up and channelling my inner Jacqs as I walk off. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 27 

			By the time we make it to the rock face, where the six climbing instructors are waiting for us, I’m not interested in climbing anymore. I haven’t spoken to Ellie or Bridge since the campfire incident this morning, and I’ve hiked the five kilometres at the back of the pack, so I could be alone. 

			‘Can we all listen up, please. If you want to know how to climb safely, then you need to be quiet,’ says Ms Pearson.

			‘Hi, all. I’m Dani,’ says one of the instructors. Wearing shorts and a t-shirt and with a bundle of rope hanging from her shoulder, she looks strong and fit, and everyone listens as she explains that we’ll be broken up into groups and helping each other climb and abseil.

			‘I’m sure that some of you are feeling a bit nervous about climbing …’ She pauses and there is a smattering of laughter. ‘Totally understandable, but we do this with school groups all the time. It’s safe and fun – you just need to follow the instructions.’

			She shows us how to fit the harness and how to tighten and release the rope. She explains what we need to do if we’re belaying for someone who is climbing up the mountain or abseiling down. As she talks, two other instructors start to demonstrate. The guy called Brandon fits his harness and another guy takes up the rope. Brandon shows us how the clips attach to the rope and how there are two clips, so even if one fails the other will stop us falling. 

			‘Shuffle towards the rock face and we’ll show you how to find footholds and handholds,’ says Brandon.

			He makes his way slowly up the first part of the rock face. He stretches his arms out to hunt for crevices to tuck his fingers into and does the same with his feet. He works methodically, zigzagging across the cliff. Then he shows us how to come down. How to keep your feet out in front and let the tension from the rope go slowly so you don’t drop too fast. 

			I try to listen but it’s hard because I can see Bridge and Ellie standing off to the side with Tom and Hugo and Sammy. My heart aches a little.

			Ms Pearson starts sorting us into groups of three or four. Hopefully if I stay where I am, I’ll be with Jacqs. Then I realise she’s giving everyone a number. And the groups aren’t based on where you’re standing, but what your number is. Suddenly everyone is shifting around, trying to swap their numbers with each other because they want to be with friends. I step a little closer to Jacqs just as Ms Pearson tells her she’s a five. 

			And then tells me I’m a three. 

			I watch eagerly to see who else is a three but it’s impossible to tell because everyone is bunched together and I have no idea who is being pointed at.

			‘Okay, can everyone find your group please,’ says Ms Pearson.

			I head for the gap between the twos and the fours, but stop when I see that Bridge and Tom are already there. I turn and find Ms Pearson. 

			‘Um, Ms Pearson … is it okay if I join a different group?’ I say quietly.

			She shakes her head. ‘Stay in the group you’re in, Clem. It’s about climbing today, not socialising.’

			I pull a face and head over to where Dani the instructor is chatting to Bridge and Tom. My stomach clenches and I’m putting it down to the Iced VoVos, but it’s probably more to do with being in a team with two people I can’t relax around. 

			Tom’s the only one who’s done outdoor rock climbing before, so he’s up first. We pull our harnesses on and Dani checks them. Tom does a little scuffle dance in the dirt as we walk to a section of clear rock face. 

			‘Awesome! Can I go as high as I want?’ he asks, immediately making me determined to climb higher than him. 

			‘Sure,’ says Dani. ‘But just remember if you go up, you have to come down. Some people like climbing but not abseiling. It’s good to make sure you feel comfortable doing both before you hit the very top of the rock.’

			‘I need one of you to belay,’ Dani says to Bridge and me.

			Bridge looks at me and I really hope my expression conveys what I need it to. It must because she says quite casually, ‘I will.’

			Dani explains to Bridge she has to always keep her brake hand on the rope when she’s belaying. I stand away from them, pretending to find the moss on a rock fascinating.

			Once Tom starts climbing, I can’t help but watch him because he makes it look easy. He’s a fair way up when he yells to us that he’s ready to come down. Dani helps Bridge belay Tom down slowly, letting the rope slowly feed through the belay device. Tom keeps his feet out in front, gently touching the rock face so he doesn’t bash against it. As Tom reaches the bottom, he cheers loudly. His face is red and sweaty, but he’s grinning wildly. ‘That was amazing!’ 

			He rushes at Bridge and hugs her. She laughs.

			‘Who’s next?’ Dani says, looking between Bridge and me.

			‘Clem can go,’ says Bridge. 

			‘You sure?’

			‘Yep. I can belay,’ says Bridge and I know she’s trying to help me.

			But Dani says, ‘No, it’s Tom’s turn. Clem, you ready?’

			I’m not. Not at all. I feel mortified around Tom today. And I wish Dani could belay for me. 

			‘Yeah,’ I say. I’m trying to approach this the way I would a race: stay focussed and use the adrenaline building up in my arms and legs to my advantage. 

			I reach out and feel the warmth of the sun on the rock. I tuck my fingers into a hold, find somewhere for my toes and push off. I try not to listen to whatever is going on around me so I can find my own rhythm. This isn’t like indoor climbing where you can throw yourself up, knowing there’s a conveniently positioned plastic lump to grab on to. This is slower but much more satisfying. It’s not arm strength you need, it’s leg strength. And running training is probably the best thing for that.

			I keep scrambling up. I can hear Dani yelling positive things and telling me where to look for a space for my toes if I seem to be stuck. I glance up and see the sky and the edge of the cliff. It’s not that much higher to the top. I keep going. Left hand, right foot, right hand, left foot. My fingers clutch into the rock. 

			‘Keep going, Clem!’ I hear a voice calling.

			I must be really close to the top. I try to find a space for my left foot, but it slips on some loose stones and suddenly I have only one foot on the rock, not two. I hear Dani yelling and it takes me a couple of goes but finally, my toes grip onto a tiny ledge and I can push off again. 

			There’s a cheer down below as my fingers skirt the edge of what feels like grass and I realise I’ve reached the top. I want to take a second to see the view. I glance over my shoulder. Down below, it is thick scrubby bush and a few ridged mountains, and a line of dotted people waving and calling up to me. It makes me feel small and huge all at the same time.

			‘Ready to come down?’ Dani calls.

			‘Yeah!’ With a little lurch, I’m suddenly reversing down the rock face. I try to remember what she said about where your feet should go, how to keep in contact with the rock and feed the rope through while staying in control of my descent. 

			Now that I’m not looking for handholds, I’m free to notice how the rock changes colour, with dashes of grey and blue and brown, and hidden pockets of green grass growing where the sun is sharp through the trees. 

			‘Feet out, Clem,’ says Dani, as I reach the bottom. 

			As I touch the ground, my body feels shaky but strong, like I’ve just run further than I usually would. Tom lets out a loud whoop. Dani is grinning at me and I smile back, a little embarrassed but also pleased that I climbed so far.

			‘You’re a natural, Clem,’ Dani says.

			‘Yeah, I’ll say,’ Tom adds.

			Bridge is standing further away and I wonder what she thinks. Tom unhooks himself from the rope and moves towards me like he’s about to hug me. My body stiffens. Stepping back, I pretend that I’m thirsty and take out my drink bottle and gulp down half. 

			‘You beat me!’ he says lightly.

			‘It’s not a race, guys,’ says Dani.

			But today it is. And inside I’m bursting. 

			‘You’re up, Bridget,’ calls Dani.

			Bridge tries to tell Dani that she doesn’t want to climb, but Dani manages to convince her. She starts slowly, using her hands to pull her up instead of her legs. Dani tells her where to place her feet if she seems stuck, and checks that I’m pulling up the slack in the rope. Then one of Bridge’s feet slips and she lets out a yelp. She’s madly trying to shove her foot into a crack but it won’t go. It keeps sliding against the rock. Dani tries to help her, but Bridge plants herself flat like a lizard against the rock face, arms and legs splayed. She seems to have stopped moving. ‘I’m ready to come down,’ she calls out. 

			‘You don’t want to climb a bit further? You’re doing great,’ calls Dani.

			‘No,’ shouts Bridge, sounding very definite.

			Dani asks me if I’m ready to belay Bridge back down. I nod. 

			‘Now, please,’ shouts Bridge.

			I let the rope feed slowly through the belay device and Bridge starts coming down. But instead of keeping her legs out straight, she tucks them up, spinning around and crashing into the rock, hard on her hip. 

			‘Clem!’ she yells.

			‘Bridget, you have to keep your legs out,’ calls Dani. 

			My heart surges as I let the rope off a little, hoping she’ll step down the rock rather than just drop. But it’s like she’s frozen and isn’t using her legs at all.

			‘Bridget, put your legs out,’ calls Dani. ‘Otherwise it will hurt.’

			Bridge finally straightens her legs and Dani tells me to release the rope a little. But then Bridge digs her feet and hands into the crevices and stops herself moving. 

			‘Bridget, what are you doing?’

			‘I don’t like it,’ she shouts.

			‘You’re almost down. We’ll go slow,’ says Dani.

			I see Bridge shake her head. ‘Bridge, it’s the same height as your tree in the backyard. You’re only two netball rings up,’ I tell her. 

			I wait. She doesn’t answer. Without warning, she releases her hands and drops fast because of the slack of the rope. She screams and I quickly try to correct the slack. She’s only a metre from the ground but by the time she reaches the bottom she’s crying. Dani tries to help her unhook the rope but she pulls away and does it herself. I want to go to her and make sure she’s okay, but I’m not sure how she’ll react. 

			Bridge dumps her harness on the ground. Then she stomps past me to where Tom is standing with our backpacks. Her knee is beading with spots of blood and she forces a laugh. ‘That was fun! Not,’ she says to Tom. ‘Thought Clem was trying to kill me!’

			He laughs along like it’s one big joke, but there is nothing funny about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28 

			Ellie and I are eating the last of our food for dinner. It’s soggy couscous with tomato paste and grated carrot. Bridge opted for the Vegemite roll-up and a walk with some of the others, which I’m pleased about because things are really strained between us.

			‘I don’t care that this tastes sort of disgusting,’ Ellie says. ‘In fact, I can’t even tell if it does taste disgusting.’

			‘It’s deliciously disgusting,’ I tell her.

			We both scrape down to the very last grain because after climbing, everyone is starving. Ellie drops her empty bowl into mine and we leave them on the ground. 

			‘You and Sammy were the only two to make it to the top today. Tom said you looked like you could climb forever.’

			I shrug, not sure how I feel about Tom talking about me. ‘My arms hurt now. And my fingers are all scratched.’

			‘Feels like we’ve been away for weeks. Doesn’t it?’

			‘I guess.’

			Ellie sighs and looks up at the sky. It’s dusk and the first stars are blinking awake. ‘I thought it would be weird with Sammy here but it’s been nice.’

			‘That’s good.’

			‘Are you okay?’ Ellie asks me.

			‘Yeah … just embarrassed.’

			Ellie reaches for my hand as noise and laughter erupt from behind the tents. Hugo’s carrying the teacher’s small speaker that’s blasting pop music, which I don’t like much at the best of times. I start to stand but Ellie stops me. ‘Clem, please stay.’

			Bridge, Hugo, Tom and Sammy plonk down around us on the logs. I notice the crisscross of bandaids on Bridge’s knee that pucker as she bends her leg.

			‘Have you guys got any real food left? I’m so sick of Tim Tam crumbs,’ says Hugo.

			Ellie laughs and holds up the empty bowls. ‘We’ve eaten everything.’

			‘You could go hunting for some,’ says Sammy. 

			Hugo laughs. ‘If only there was a shop down the road.’

			‘I’d buy chips,’ says Bridge.

			‘And ice-cream,’ says Hugo.

			‘Together!’ Bridge adds with a laugh.

			A new pop song comes on and it’s one about love being like a bunch of flowers. 

			‘I hate this song,’ says Tom. ‘The lyrics are ridiculous.’

			Bridge and Hugo ignore Tom and yell the chorus, and even though I don’t like it much either, I wish I could join in. 

			As the song finishes, Tom says, ‘Play the Ramones.’ 

			‘No!’ Hugo shouts. ‘It’s old people’s music.’

			‘Do you like this music, Clem?’ Tom says. 

			‘Not really …’

			‘Phew. Thought I was the only one with taste.’ 

			I know that Tom is watching me and I frown without meaning to because I don’t know what to do with my face. I hate that I can’t talk to Tom now. He’s nice and friendly and funny and if I’d been left alone to figure out all of that without Bridge confusing it with gossip and guessing, then we could have been proper friends.

			Another new song and it’s even worse than the other one. Bridge turns the music up and starts dancing.

			‘Bit loud, Bridget,’ calls Ms Pearson. 

			‘Can we head into the bush?’ Hugo calls back.

			‘If I can still see you, yes,’ she shouts. 

			Bridge grabs Hugo by the hand and pulls him up. Then she starts gathering the others. She reaches me and I shake my head. She shrugs like I’m missing out. 

			I watch Sammy sling his arm around Ellie’s shoulder, pulling her close, and I can’t believe that only a couple of months ago we were excited about running times and new sneakers. 

			Ellie smiles at me as the group and their really awful music heads off towards a clump of eucalypts. I should probably go to the tent but it’s early and that seems a bit sad. Especially without a book to read or my music to listen to. 

			‘Whatcha doing, lonely girl?’ says Jacqs, walking over. She’s wearing a huge baggy jumper and shorts, and her hair is in little bundles, with pink strands poking out. 

			As soon as I see her, I have an idea. ‘Do you still have that needle?’

			She looks amused. ‘Course.’

			I squeeze my earlobe, imagining the needle pushing through the flesh. ‘Let’s do it,’ I tell her.

			‘You sure?’

			‘Yep.’

			Jacqs has wrapped her hand in a jumper to stop her skin burning as she holds the needle over the flame. We had to wait until everyone else wandered off into the bush and torchlight threaded the sky. Ms Pearson is looking for bats with one group and I’m not sure what Bridge and the others are doing. At least the batteries died in the speaker so the music has stopped. 

			Because we don’t have an ice cube to freeze my lobes, I’m pinching both of them as hard as I can. Jacqs thinks it will numb them enough so that the piercing won’t hurt.

			‘Ready?’ she asks, kneeling in front of me. 

			I see a glint of the blackened end of the needle and swallow hard. ‘Not really.’

			‘Grab my shoulder and squeeze.’

			I let go of my left ear and grip her shoulder. Jacqs leans forwards and pulls the bottom of my earlobe. ‘I’m going just above your other earring. Right?’

			I nod because my throat is so dry with fear that the words are lost. 

			‘Don’t move your head!’

			I suck in air and hold it, and feel a tiny prick of burning and then a sharp sting as Jacqs jabs the needle through. It’s over before I can really register what’s happening.

			‘One down.’ 

			‘Oh,’ I say, surprised because it wasn’t as bad as I’d imagined. 

			‘I’m going to push an earring in, okay? It’s just one of my spare studs. I boiled it so it’s sterilised. You can give it back whenever.’

			Jacqs has my head torch on so that she can operate on my ear. 

			‘Sorry, this might hurt a bit,’ she says. Each time she jiggles the earring in a little further there’s another shot of pain, but finally she gets it through and then attaches the butterfly back. My whole ear is throbbing now. 

			‘You can breathe,’ she tells me, sitting back on her feet. 

			‘Is it done?’ I go to touch my ear and Jacqs knocks my hand away. 

			‘You don’t want an infection.’

			‘Does it look good?’

			Jacqs nods. ‘Ready for the other side?’

			‘Do I have to do both?’ I ask. 

			‘Just relax. Pretend you’re looking at a possum up the tree and I won’t tell you when I’m going to do it,’ she says.

			‘Like when the nurse gives you an injection?’

			‘Yeah, but without the lollipop or the sticker.’

			Laughing, I let her turn my head and, to distract myself, I watch the others waving their torches around and carrying on. Just as I feel Jacqs’s fingers grip my lobe, I hear someone yell, ‘What are you doing?’

			I try to look around but Jacqs stops me and I feel the needle push against my ear and then it burns for a second. 

			‘Are you piercing her ears?’ Bridge says, standing over us.

			‘No, I’ve already pierced them,’ says Jacqs. 

			She slides the other earring in. It hurts a little as she clips the back on. ‘Done.’

			‘Are you kidding me?’ Bridge says.

			‘Thanks, Jacqs,’ I say, trying not to groan because both my ears are pounding. 

			‘Want to see them?’ Jacqs asks.

			‘Yeah!’

			‘I’ll go grab my little mirror. It’s in the tent.’ Jacqs dashes off, leaving me with Bridge, who is shaking her head like she can’t believe it. I don’t know why she cares so much.

			‘What do you think?’ I turn my head from side to side so she can see. 

			‘I think you’re an idiot! You’re going to get infections and you’ll have to take the earrings out and they probably aren’t even straight. Plus, your mum is going to kill you.’

			She’s right. My mum is going to kill me. 

			‘I don’t know what’s up with you, Clem, but you’re making it pretty hard to be around you.’

			I stand. She’s about a head taller than me and I wish I could jump up on the log so we were the same height. ‘At least I’m not obsessed with boys and pretending to be someone I’m not.’ 

			‘Really? You just let Jacqs pierce your ears!’

			I’m aware that everyone has gone quiet and instead of bashing around the undergrowth, they’re listening to us fight. 

			‘Why do you care?’ I snap. 

			‘I thought we were going to do seconds together,’ Bridge says. ‘We made that plan when we got your first piercings. Remember?’

			All the fight rushes out of me in one short sentence. I forgot that we’d agreed on piercing seconds together, and that she’d promised to wait for me. 

			‘But clearly you’ve found a new friend. So good for you,’ she says, before storming off into the bush.

			Jacqs edges towards me and doesn’t comment as she holds up the little silver mirror. I try to forget about Bridge for long enough to look at the mirror version of me. And when I do, I see a smear of blood on each ear with a silver arrow pointing down to the ground.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29 

			Maybe sensing that I’m not quite ready for bed when Bridge is clearly furious with me, Jacqs drags me to her tent. By now the pain in my ears is more annoying than extreme, but I’m still beginning to wonder if it was such a good idea to pierce them on camp. 

			‘Sal, shove over,’ says Jacqs, poking her head in through the fly. 

			I hear Sal arguing and can’t imagine that either of Jacqs’s tentmates are particularly happy with the idea of me crashing. It’s not like it’s a very large space. It’s already hard cramming three people and all their stuff in, let alone an extra whose ears are probably oozing blood.

			‘She’s small. She won’t take up much space,’ Jacqs says, shrugging at me.

			‘Does she have lollies?’ Wah Yun calls out.

			‘No, sorry,’ I tell them. ‘We’ve eaten everything.’

			Jacqs sighs. ‘I have some snakes. You can have them, if she can come in and if you do a mini makeover.’

			‘Ew,’ I say, not realising this was part of the plan.

			‘What else are we going to do? I’m sick of being around trees and fire,’ says Jacqs.

			The zip opens while I’m still deciding and Wah Yun sticks her face out. ‘Bags doing nails,’ she says to me and pulls my arm so that I sort of fall into the tent.

			Sal’s usually straight brown hair is in hundreds of plaits and she is sitting cross-legged on her sleeping bag in her pyjamas. ‘Hey, Clem,’ she says. 

			Sal and I were in woodwork elective last year and her bookends were displayed in the end-of-year art exhibition because she actually had some skill.

			‘Hi.’ 

			Jacqs pushes in behind me and the four of us shuffle around until we are all zipped in and managing not to touch knees. Now I’m almost happy that my earlobes are aching because it means I can concentrate on that rather than on being crammed into a tiny space with three people I don’t know very well.

			‘I just pierced Clem’s ears. She needs a distraction,’ says Jacqs.

			Wah Yun lifts my hair on one side and leans close to check my ear. ‘Nice job.’

			‘Thanks,’ says Jacqs. ‘I keep telling you guys that I am an expert.’

			‘Well, we are the experts at hair, eyes and nails,’ says Sal.

			Jacqs holds up a stiff-looking sock that has orange nail polish hardened on the heel. ‘Really?’

			Sal and Wah Yun start rapid-fire chatting about colours and styles and looks, and I tune out and grab a knot of snakes from the bag. 

			‘Black nails?’ Wah Yun says.

			I shrug. ‘Sure.’

			Wah Yun takes my hands and drops them in her lap, as Sal starts lifting my hair from the back of my neck. ‘Enjoy it, Clem,’ says Sal. ‘We do this all the time.’

			‘They do,’ says Jacqs. ‘I’m in English class with them and they don’t do any work. They spend all their time looking up YouTube videos.’

			Sal pulls a hairbrush through my hair and each time she hits a bunch of knots she tugs gently and they seem to release. I can’t remember the last time anyone brushed my hair. Maybe it was Mum before the fire, but that was a few years ago. 

			‘I’m going for a messy roll. That okay?’ Sal asks.

			‘Um … sure,’ I say, having no idea what she’s talking about. 

			‘Blow on the nails,’ says Wah Yun. ‘But don’t touch anything with that hand or your nails will smudge.’

			I don’t really have nails. They are short, stumpy lumps because of netball and because they break sometimes when I’m playing guitar, but now that they are black and smooth they look like a family of glossy bugs. 

			‘They look ace, Wah Yun,’ I tell her.

			‘Haven’t finished yet,’ she says with a grin.

			‘I have,’ says Sal. ‘Jacqs, hold up the mirror.’

			Instead of a tiny handheld mirror like the one Jacqs used for my ears, this is a proper large mirror that a hairdresser would use. I start laughing at the size of it, and then stop when I notice my hair. It’s exactly how Sal described it. 

			‘Oh, I love it!’

			‘Of course,’ says Sal. ‘I’m the best. And the fastest.’

			She snatches the block of chocolate from Jacqs and breaks off a huge chunk. 

			‘Save me some,’ says Wah Yun. ‘I’m almost done.’

			She paints the last of my fingers black and then tells me to blow. 

			‘Thanks, they look great,’ I tell her. 

			‘Blow.’

			I puff on both my hands and hold them out to admire them. They look edgy and cool, like they belong to Nat, not me. 

			‘Do you want lips and eyes too?’ Wah Yun asks with a mouthful of chocolate.

			I shake my head. ‘I’m good.’

			‘You sure? You have potential.’

			Jacqs starts laughing. ‘Hear that, Clem? You have potential.’

			Sal starts laughing too and soon the four of us are filling up the tent with giggles and the swirling smells of nail polish and jelly snakes. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 30 

			After the makeover, I crept back to my own tent because there wasn’t room to stay in Jacqs’s. I then spent the night waiting for the koalas to start up and ignoring the feeling of needing to do a wee because there was no way I was going to head out into the darkness on my own. Instead, I carefully laid my head on the camping mat and tried not to think about weeing or messing up my hair. Which just set me off thinking about other stuff, like Bridge.

			This morning Tom said hello while I was having my breakfast and I pretended to have a mouthful of cornflakes so that I couldn’t start a conversation with him. Then I scurried away. Ellie wanted to know who fixed my hair and I told her that I had a makeover last night. Bridge pretended not to notice, but every time I moved my hands I’d get a flash of black and it made me feel tough and indestructible. 

			‘Done,’ says Ellie, bursting from the tent and tossing out the three mats rolled into large sausage shapes. ‘Now you just need to finish packing your bags and we can pull our tent down.’

			‘Time to get a wriggle on,’ yells Ms Pearson. ‘First team ready to go gets a bar of chocolate.’

			‘Let’s go,’ says Bridge, diving into the tent. She begins hurling things out. 

			‘We’re going to beat you,’ calls Tom with a goofy grin.

			I look across and see that the boys have already pulled out all their bags and mats and have them lined up on the ground. 

			Bridge sticks her head out and yells, ‘No you’re not.’ 

			‘Clem, hurry up,’ Bridge whispers. She loves a competition. Any chance at beating boys, she’ll be there. 

			Instead of speeding up, I leisurely pack my bag. Bridge has already done hers and is giving me a look. ‘We haven’t got time for slow.’

			‘Whatever,’ I say.

			‘Get out and I’ll do it,’ she says. She reaches for my bag and starts shoving things in. 

			‘I can do it,’ I tell her.

			‘Fine. I’ll start pulling down the tent so you’d better hurry or you’ll end up stuck inside.’

			I glare at her as she clambers out, wasting a perfectly good scowl on her disappearing back. I can hear her and Ellie pulling out pegs and poles and I know that if I don’t move, the tent is going to crumple over me. 

			I finish packing my bag and toss it outside. Then I follow after it, just as the girls drag the fly onto the ground. 

			Ellie starts trying to fold it neatly, but Bridge is trying to roll it.

			‘Just shove it in!’ Bridge says.

			‘It won’t fit like that,’ Ellie says, arranging the fly so that the seams line up.

			‘I want to beat them.’

			Ellie laughs at the determined look on Bridge’s face. ‘You won’t beat them if the tent bag won’t close.’

			I start work on the rest of the tent, pulling pegs out of the corners and then dismantling the poles so that it collapses onto the ground. I look across and see that Tom’s group have almost finished and instead of making me work faster, it slows me down further. I don’t want Bridge to get her way. Not today.

			Standing back from the flattened tent, I pretend to be making a decision about how to fold it. 

			‘Clem!’ snaps Bridge.

			I roll my eyes at her, not expecting her to actually notice. But she does and she stops shoving the fly into the bag. ‘What was that for?’

			I shrug. ‘You’re being bossy.’

			‘I’m not. I just want to show the boys that we can pack a tent down as fast as they can.’

			‘Why do you care?’

			I notice that Ellie is still working but slowly and in the background, like she is hoping we won’t drag her into it.

			‘Because …’

			‘Because you’re trying to show off to Hugo?’ I say and then immediately regret it. 

			She walks up close to me. ‘You’re being mean,’ she says quietly.

			‘I’m not.’

			‘You are.’

			‘Fine,’ I tell her. 

			‘Pack the tent your own way,’ she says. ‘I don’t care if it takes all day.’

			I rub my eyes like there’s dirt in them, and she stomps off into the bush, leaving Ellie and me to pack up the rest of the site. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 31 

			By the time Ms Pearson unlocks the storage compartment at the side of the bus, Bridge and I haven’t said a nice word to each other in 36 hours and 22 minutes. Not that I’m counting. Ellie tried a few times to be the go-between but I can tell she’s given up. I’m supposed to be sharing a seat with Bridge on the way home but that’s obviously not going to happen because she’s already onboard and sitting in the back row with Ellie and the boys. 

			A couple of the kids push past me as they ditch their bags and clamber up the stairs. Usually I’d want to be one of the first on, but today I’m happy for the others to nab their seats.

			‘Come on, Clem, haven’t got all day,’ says Ms Pearson.

			I push my bag underneath the bus, wedging it next to some of the other dusty backpacks and climb on. 

			The only empty seats are next to people I don’t want to sit with. Then I feel a hand grab mine and pull. Jacqs is yanking me into the seat next to her. 

			‘You looked like you needed saving,’ she whispers as I slide down next to her. 

			‘I did.’

			‘Consider yourself saved! Apologies in advance if I sleep on your shoulder again. Koalas kept me awake,’ she says.

			‘I didn’t hear them last night.’

			‘Me neither, but just imagining that they were going to start at some point was enough.’

			Jacqs is wearing a t-shirt knotted at the front and a pair of fluffy blue velvet pants that seem to have bits of forest stuck on them. She’s back to make-up and I wonder if Sal or Wah Yun had anything to do with it. 

			She holds out a bag of Caramello Koalas to me. ‘Want one?’ I won them from Hugo on the first night in a game of Cambio. Wasn’t going to let him get away without paying me, so I took the lot.’

			Feeling more daring than usual because I’m seated with Jacqs, I lean into the bus aisle. ‘Thanks for the chocolate, Hugo,’ I call towards the back.

			‘She cheated,’ he yells.

			Jacqs starts laughing. ‘It’s true. I did. But he couldn’t prove it, so I won them anyway.’

			I smile as I bite the head off the koala, poking my tongue into the sweet, sticky caramel.

			‘Seems fitting you’re eating a koala. Given they kept us awake,’ says Jacqs. 

			‘Fitting or disturbing, not sure which.’

			‘Take them all if you like,’ she says, handing me the bag and nuzzling in to get comfortable against the window.

			‘Wake me up if I dribble on you,’ says Jacqs, closing her eyes.

			‘Will do.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 32 

			Jacqs slept for most of the trip without dribbling on me, and now I’m waiting for Mum or Dad to come and collect me from outside the school. Ellie’s already gone with her auntie and Bridge is sitting under the tree, chatting to Tom and Hugo and some of the others. 

			‘You getting picked up?’ Jacqs says, plonking down beside me on the bench. 

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Me too. Mum will be ages though.’

			I rest my feet on the backpack and notice how dirty my sneakers are. 

			‘You two still not talking?’ Jacqs asks, nodding towards Bridge.

			‘I guess so.’ 

			She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a tube of lip balm. She offers it to me but I shake my head. I watch her rub the pale pink balm back and forth until the colour is almost gone.

			‘Can’t wait for a shower.’ 

			‘Yeah. I feel really gross,’ I say, looking at my fingernails and then remembering that they are painted black. But I’m sure that under all the nail polish there are still bits of campsite dirt. 

			I see Dad’s dirty white work van turn into the one-way street and I stand up, hauling my pack onto my back. 

			‘Is that your dad?’ Jacqs asks.

			I nod, watching Dad park. ‘Thanks for piercing my ears,’ I say with a smile. And then I remember that my parents don’t know about the piercings so I fluff my hair out with my fingers, hoping it covers both sides. 

			She laughs and the sound is real and loud and it makes me want to join in but I’m hoping that if I’m fast enough with my bag, Dad won’t get out of the car. I tap on the boot, hoping he’ll just pop it, and I can get in and we can leave. But of course, that is not the way he rolls. 

			The boot opens and then so does his door. He climbs out, looking even more wild than I do. 

			‘Missed you, kiddo.’ He leans down for a hug. It’s not that I mind the audience, it’s more that I want to escape Bridge and the boys. 

			He squeezes me tight and I smell the earth on his overalls. 

			‘Missed you too,’ I tell him, trying to let go of the nervous air in my lungs. 

			‘Liar!’ 

			Crossing all my fingers that he doesn’t notice Bridge waiting near the tree, I head round to the passenger door and climb into the car. 

			‘Bridge, we taking you?’ Dad shouts because of course he sees her.

			There’s no way she’ll say yes. She’ll be trying to avoid me just as much as I’m avoiding her. 

			‘Yes, please,’ she shouts back. 

			Bridge hugs Tom first and then Hugo as Dad heads over. I hear him offer them lifts too. What’s wrong with him? He’s behaving like a neighbourhood taxi.

			Lowering myself in the seat until I’m as small as I can be, which is pretty small, I see Dad shake Hugo’s hand and then Tom’s. I should have walked home. It would have saved me from this. 

			Finally, Bridge and Dad come back. As Dad puts her bag in the boot, she climbs in behind me. I wait for her to speak, but she doesn’t. Dad starts the ignition. I lean forward and fiddle with the radio buttons, hoping to fill the silence. 

			‘So … how was it?’ Dad says.

			‘Fun.’ I settle on a station and turn the volume up just a touch so that hopefully Dad doesn’t flick the radio off.

			‘Any more details?’

			‘We hiked. Slept in tents. Koalas fought and kept us awake,’ I say.

			‘You enjoy it, Bridge?’

			‘Yeah. I did. I liked getting to know some of the others. That was good,’ she says. 

			‘Like the boys?’ Dad says, his voice light. 

			‘Yeah, they’re nice. Aren’t they, Clem?’

			‘Yep.’

			I turn the song up louder, telling them both how much I love this track. I try to prove it by singing along but I don’t actually know the words. 

			‘Bit tired?’ Dad asks.

			‘Yeah,’ I say, closing my eyes and hoping he leaves it.

			Bridge chats about hiking and swimming in the lake, as I pretend to sleep, willing the traffic to hurry.

			We pull up outside Bridge’s house, and I wait until Dad’s heading back to the car after helping her to the door with her stuff, before magically waking up. 

			‘What’s going on with you two?’ he says.

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Anything to do with those boys at school?’

			I direct my glare at him, hoping the power of it will swallow him whole. Instead, he laughs at me. ‘Okay, I won’t ask. But if you need to talk …’

			‘Nope.’ 

			Luckily, it doesn’t take long to drive to our place from Bridge’s. Mum opens the front door before I can knock and grabs me for a hug. ‘How was it?’

			‘Good. Tiring. I need a shower,’ I tell her.

			She sniffs my hair. ‘You smell like a campfire.’

			‘We toasted marshmallows.’ My plan is to tell her small details, so that she doesn’t go digging for the big stuff. 

			‘There are donuts on the table if you’re hungry,’ she says. 

			‘Homemade donuts?’ I won’t eat them if they are.

			But Mum laughs as Dad comes in behind me. ‘No. Your dad bought a box,’ she says. ‘He left you some.’

			Relieved, I head to the kitchen, wondering how a house can feel so changed after only a few days away. Three cinnamon-crusted donuts sit on a plate, waiting to be eaten. I’m not sure if I have to share. 

			Grabbing my phone from where I left it in the fruit bowl, I start on one, while Mum questions me. I tell her about sleeping on the thin mats and playing cards with Jacqs. I don’t mention Tom or the pink socks or the endless fights I had with my best friend. 

			‘What else did you get up to?’ Mum asks. ‘You painted your nails?’

			I’m holding down the button on my phone so I can turn it on. 

			‘Not much, Mum.’

			‘Honey, can the phone wait?’

			I shake my head. ‘Nope. Haven’t had it for five days. Can we talk about stuff later?’

			‘I reckon a shower first,’ says Mum, touching my dirty hair. ‘Oh, Clem, your ear is a bit red …’ 

			I try to pull away, but she’s closing in. She tilts my head to the side and touches the silver arrow.

			‘Ow!’ I say.

			‘Did you do this on camp?’

			‘Jacqs did.’

			Mum stands back so she can get a better look at me. ‘Who’s Jacqs?’

			‘Does it matter?’

			Dad bounds into the kitchen in the middle of the moment, grabbing Mum around the waist. 

			‘Someone pierced Clem’s ears on camp.’

			Dad’s eyebrows arch upwards and he lets go of Mum. ‘Does it hurt?’

			‘It didn’t … it does a little now.’

			‘They’re probably infected,’ says Mum.

			‘No, she was really careful,’ I say, wishing they’d just leave me alone. 

			‘I pierced my own ears when I was about your age and both of them got infected. I ended up on antibiotics.’

			‘Mum, no offence, but I don’t care. Not right now. Maybe later,’ I tell her. 

			‘Maybe we should wash them with salty water or even dab some Betadine on them. Just in case,’ she says.

			Dad is nodding like he agrees. 

			‘No. If they get infected, they get infected. I’ll deal with it,’ I say. 

			‘Oh honey, that will hurt. We can deal with it before that happens—’

			‘Why can’t you just be angry that I pierced my ears? I don’t want you to care!’ I shout. 

			She reaches for me but I push away, out of the kitchen and down the hall, and burst into my room which, when I left it, was covered in a thick layer of discarded clothes, but is now clean and neat and has a visible floor. 

			I want to scream. She’s been in here, putting my stuff away, smelling my clothes to see if they’re dirty, vacuuming.

			She’s even changed the sheets.

			I grab my backpack from the doorway and upend it. Socks and undies and muesli bar wrappers scatter everywhere. A stray Caramello Koala lands near my feet. I don’t know where it came from because I ate the rest on the bus. Maybe Jacqs wedged it into my pack when I wasn’t looking. 

			Perching on the end of my very neatly made bed, I look at the pile of dirty laundry I just created, but it’s not enough. It doesn’t return my room to what it was before I left. Mum is still everywhere. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 33 

			My calendar is watching me from the wall, the blank squares blinking their reminder that my life is dull and lonely. My parents have tried multiple times to drag me out of the house over the past two days but I’ve made endless excuses. 

			I spent yesterday trawling through Bridge’s Instagram account, disinfecting my ears a hundred times and crossing off the camping calendar squares with my red pen. I didn’t mark the squares neatly though. I scribbled them in, destroying the camp days so that they don’t even count on my calendar. 

			Bridge’s Instagram is full of new photos. There’s one of her comfy bed, one of the backpack she took camping, and one of her surrounded by piles of dirty washing. Each photo has a caption about the camp and I’m not mentioned in any of the photos. It’s like I was never there. 

			I did have a bunch of Instagram requests so I’m up to fifteen followers now. Some of them are girls from camp like Sal and Wah Yun, who seem to post eyebrow tutorials more than anything else, but maybe that will be helpful one day. 

			And Jacqs. She’s messaged me a couple of times. Sent me photos of cool earrings and checked in to see if I was alive or if Mum really did kill me after the great piercing incident. 

			Ellie has texted too. Asked if she could come over this afternoon but I told her I was busy. Everything just feels too hard. 

			‘Knock knock, kiddo,’ says Dad, walking into my room. He’s in shorts and a t-shirt and I know he’s going to say that it’s gelato time. 

			‘Dad, you can’t just walk in. I’m a teenager and I need some space!’

			He stops in the middle of the room, dodging the dirty clothes. ‘O-kay.’

			‘You and Mum need to stop coming in here all the time like it’s your room. It’s not. It’s mine.’

			‘Maybe find a way to say that without being so rude,’ he says. ‘I came in to tell you we’re going to get gelato,’ he says, backing out the room.

			‘I don’t want to go and get gelato today.’

			Dad doesn’t frown often, so when he does it makes his face looks like a stranger’s. ‘Clem. Come on …’

			I shake my head. ‘I’m growing up, Dad. You guys need to accept it.’

			He laughs. He actually laughs, like I’m making a joke. 

			‘Not funny! This is the whole problem. I’m trying to make my life and you think it’s something to be laughed at.’

			I hurl myself against the pillows and Dad is there in seconds, touching my back. I growl at him and he pulls away fast. 

			‘This time, I’ll bring you back some gelato,’ he says quietly. 

			I could yell some more. Tell him he’s treating me like I’m a child, but the truth is I do want an ice-cream. A scoop of sorbet and a scoop of cream. So I say nothing, hoping that my point about privacy is being made, without him thinking that I’ve outgrown gelato when all I’ve really outgrown is my parents’ company.

			Mum is the one to bring me a cup of gelato. They must have been talking because she knocks on the door and doesn’t walk in until I tell her she’s allowed to. If I wasn’t in such a bad mood today, I’d probably find it funny.

			‘Didn’t know which flavours you’d like,’ she says, holding out the cup to me. It’s like a liquid sunset and I stare down into it so I don’t have to look at her. 

			‘It’s a bit like warm soup because it’s melted but it still tastes good.’ 

			‘Thanks.’

			‘I have an admission to make. I ordered and I broke the tradition. It’s mandarin and cherry.’

			The gelato is so melted that I drink from the cup, tipping the sweet flavours into my mouth. Maybe she’s right. Maybe having two fruit flavours is the way to go. Not that I’ll ever admit it. 

			‘Is it okay?’ 

			I nod. I can see Mum looking at the floor and all the dirty clothes that I haven’t washed or moved since I dumped them on Friday after camp. In my head I count down the seconds until she starts picking them up and sorting them. 

			But she doesn’t say a word about the washing. Instead she looks back at me and says, ‘I was thinking of going shopping this afternoon. We could get you some new sneakers if you like?’

			My toes are nudging the end of my old Converse and I do need new sneakers, but I don’t want to shop with Mum. Do I? 

			‘No, it’s okay. I’m just going to do some homework and have a shower,’ I tell her. 

			‘How’s the ear?’

			‘Fine.’

			‘Great. Well, it looks lovely … maybe you could invite Jacqs over one day so we could meet her?’

			‘Yeah, maybe.’ 

			Then I scrape out the last swirls of colour from the edges of the cup with my finger. Mum is obviously trying to work out what she can say. In the end she just nods at me and then holds out her hand for the empty cup. And as I pass it to her, I feel really, really sad. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 34 

			It’s Monday morning and my left ear isn’t red anymore so I pull my hair back into a ponytail so that Jacqs’s arrow earrings can be seen. I think about asking Sal to teach me how to do the hairstyle she did on camp. 

			Then I cross my calendar square off in red pen and think how excited I was when I turned this page and saw this tree, and how I feel about February now that we are nearly halfway through.

			Mum’s reading a cookbook when I rush through the kitchen to grab my lunch. I can’t find the usual silver boxes or even my thermos. ‘Mum? Where’s my lunch?’

			‘Oh, honey, I haven’t made any. Dad and I had a chat and we thought you’d prefer to be in charge of your own lunch. It can’t be much fun having your mum make it.’

			The bus goes in about three minutes and I’m already cutting it fine. If I stop to make lunch now, I’ll miss it for sure. 

			‘I don’t have time!’

			‘Take a banana,’ she says, and returns to reading the recipe.

			I’d actually rather starve than eat a banana. I storm out of the kitchen, grab five dollars from my desk drawer and head out, wondering why Mum has chosen to punish me in this way. 

			The bus is pulling up as I rush towards the stop. There are heaps of empty seats but I take one towards the front. With my earbuds in I flick through the playlist on my phone searching for the right song. I pick ‘Landslide’. Checking Instagram to see if I have any new follower requests, I don’t immediately notice Bridge and Nat get on at the next stop. 

			But then I hear her singsong voice and I look up as she passes, pretending not to see me, and it makes my eyes all scratchy, and I try to concentrate on the lyrics that Stevie Nicks is singing. I haven’t listened to her for ages. She’s another one of Dad’s favourites and I usually avoid Fleetwood Mac when I’m out, but today it seems fitting somehow.

			I’m quick off the bus so that I don’t have to chat to Bridge. Instead of meeting Ellie at the lockers like we usually do in the mornings, I head straight for class. The last thing I need today is Ellie and Sammy cuddling as I put my books away. 

			I’m the first one to photography so I take a seat towards the back. I spread my stuff out along the desk so that I don’t have to share unless it’s Jacqs. Photography means I can avoid Bridge for a little longer, but it also means I have to see Tom. 

			Jacqs drops the library book with the cool cover on the table next to me. ‘Finished it. You’ll like it,’ she says with a smile. ‘Just don’t lose it because I don’t want to pay the fine.’

			Smiling, I push the book into my backpack. Ellie and Bridge aren’t readers like me, and sometimes I wish I could talk to someone about books.

			‘Ears look good,’ says Jacqs. ‘I think they’re even straight!’

			I turn from side to side so she can check them out as the other kids start muscling into the class and noisily scraping chairs and talking. Tom walks in with a girl I don’t know and they sit right down the front. 

			‘Morning all,’ says Louisa and she starts taking the roll. This time I try not to tune out as she calls our names. ‘Today we’ll be going out in pairs to take photos for your first project. I want you to think about composition and collating three photos that really explain you as a person.’

			Louisa starts placing SLR cameras down on the tables. ‘One digital camera between two. You can take photos around the school or I’ll be across at the park if you want to head over there.’

			Jacqs reaches for the camera on our table. ‘Wanna pair up?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Do you know what you want to photograph?’

			‘Trees,’ I tell her.

			‘Okay. In the park?’

			I nod. ‘What about you?’

			‘I need the library,’ she tells me. 

			‘Let’s do that first.’ 

			‘That book came in this morning, Jacqueline,’ says the librarian with the short dark curly hair whose name I can never remember.

			‘Finally. Thanks, Mandy,’ says Jacqs, as the librarian scans the back of a novel and hands it over. 

			Jacqs tells me she’s been waiting for this book for months. It’s the third in the series and she’s reread the first two about ten times. 

			‘Mandy, do you mind if we take some photos in here. It’s for a photography assignment,’ says Jacqs.

			‘Can I be in it?’ Mandy poses with the scanning gun held up like she’s going to scan herself. Jacqs laughs. 

			The library’s mostly empty because it’s class time but there are some older kids studying at the benches. We head down one of the aisles, and Jacqs puts me to use as a hand model reaching for a book and removing it from the shelf as she takes a photo.

			Then she hurries away and comes back with a book with a girl’s profile on the cover. 

			‘Bookface photo,’ she says, ‘to represent all the times I’ve chosen a book by its cover.’

			She makes me stand side-on and hold the book up to my face. 

			‘Hold still,’ she says, snapping a couple of photos. ‘Perfect. Have a look.’

			She shows me the preview window. It’s the girl’s face on my body and it looks sort of great, except you can tell how flat I am because I’m side-on. Without thinking, I tug at my top. 

			‘Can we take that again?’ I ask.

			‘No. It’s great.’

			‘But …’

			‘Clem, you’ve got small boobs. Okay? Get over it,’ she says. ‘You’re also good at climbing, you have good friends and your parents want to hang out with you! You’re lucky.’ 

			I hand her the book. I don’t really know what to say. 

			‘Sorry,’ she says, clutching the book. ‘I don’t mean to be a bitch. I can delete the photo if you want.’

			‘No, it’s okay. Keep it.’

			She raises an eyebrow like she’s checking in, and I nod. 

			‘Okay, one more pic and then it’s your turn,’ she says, spinning on her Dr Martens and heading out of the fiction aisle. The library isn’t huge but because of the way the shelves are bursting with books, it always feels like a space that is humming with life. Jacqs zigzags through the non-fiction aisles to the back corner where there’s a window that peeps into the courtyard. She slides down onto the floor and leans up against the glass.

			Then she holds the camera up high so that it’s pointing down. ‘Can you look in the finder? Tell me if that’s good framing?’

			I lean down. In the small square she looks softer than she usually does. ‘This is where I used to come in year seven before I made friends. Sometimes I still hide out here.’

			‘Put your head back further and look straight at the lens,’ I tell her.

			She does and it’s unnerving because it’s like she’s staring right at me. ‘Yep, good.’

			I press the button a couple of times and then she changes poses and starts pouting at the camera. ‘Let’s give Louisa a shock!’

			Then Jacqs turns the camera around and tells me to pull a face. I do and she snaps a photo of me, and then laughs. 

			‘Pull me up,’ she says, extending her hand so I can help.

			We’re giggling by the time we hurry towards the doors of the library. Jacqs stops to thank Mandy for the book and then takes a photo of her too. Then she hands me the camera. ‘Your turn.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 35 

			As we reach the park across the road from school, I slide the strap over my head and feel the weight of the camera hang against my chest. 

			‘What are we looking for, Clem?’

			‘Not sure yet.’

			Jacqs turns around, inspecting the park. ‘Dog poo? There’s plenty of that.’

			Screwing up my face, I say, ‘Maybe an Ulmus.’

			‘A what?’

			‘An elm,’ I say, giggling.

			‘Oh. I thought you were talking about a disease.’

			‘No. My dad teaches me all the Latin names for trees,’ I tell her, wondering why I just admitted something so embarrassing. 

			‘Cool,’ says Jacqs. ‘Look, there are lots of … um, Ulmuses for you to choose from,’ she says, waving her arms in the direction of the distinctive trees.

			‘Yeah. But only one looks sad,’ I say as I start walking towards the shortest tree in the row. 

			I frame the stumpy branch that looks like it’s been broken off by someone or something. I focus on the intricate pattern across the top of the break. It’s like a scar, where the tree has tried to patch itself but failed. I don’t bother with the long healthy limbs or the green serrated leaves. I just fill up my shot with that patch of grey-brown that doesn’t quite match the rest of the bark. 

			‘I like sad trees,’ I say as I shoot half a dozen photos. ‘They’re more interesting.’

			‘Maybe it’s not sad.’

			I peer over the top of the camera so that I can see her expression. She is looking up into the foliage.

			‘It looks pretty happy to me.’

			I shake my head. ‘You’re wrong. This tree has had tough days.’

			‘Clem Timmins, the tree whisperer.’

			‘Bridge calls me a tree nerd,’ I tell her.

			She steps closer to me, still looking at the tree. It’s not a particularly special tree, not like the Separation Tree. This is just an elm, but there is still something remarkable about it because it doesn’t look finished like the others. It needs to grow some more. 

			‘I think we should hug it,’ I tell her, walking towards the tree with my arms outspread.

			‘What?’

			‘Cheer it up.’ I sling the camera over my shoulder so that I can press against the bulk of the trunk, and I wrap my arms around as far as I can, resting my cheek on the bark. 

			‘Come on, Jacqs.’

			She leans into the tree, and I close my eyes, letting my arms hug the hard, scratchy bark. I remember Dad taking me to the gardens where he works when I was younger and we’d wrap our arms around one of the Moreton Bay fig trees with its ropey base and branches. 

			‘Can I let go now?’ Jacqs says.

			‘Ten more seconds to really cheer it up.’

			I start giggling as she counts down from ten. 

			‘One!’ Jacqs shouts and we both let go. My bare arms are imprinted with the pattern of the bark.

			‘Never hugged a tree before,’ she says.

			‘My family does it all the time.’

			‘Course they do,’ she says. When she catches me looking at her, she says, ‘Joke, Clem.’

			Then I hold out my arm, the pattern crisscrossing my skin. ‘What do you think?’

			‘Yeah. Great. It looks really interesting.’ 

			Jacqs helps me hold the camera up so that I can snap the photo of my arm with one hand. When I check the pic in the finder, I see she’s right. It looks really interesting. 

			‘I’m not picking on you, by the way, when I talk about your family. I’d love to do things with both my parents. Even if it is just hugging a tree.’

			‘But you think it’s really childish, right?’

			She pulls a face. ‘No. I really do think you’re lucky. Come on, Louisa is waving us over.’

			As Jacqs heads off, I take a moment before following her, thinking about how surprising it is that someone who seems so cool and comfortable with who she is should say that I’m lucky. I don’t feel lucky. I just feel confused.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36 

			Our school library is always open after school on Mondays and Thursdays, but the only time I usually come is when Bridge has something on, because we always catch the bus home together. But today I can stay as long as I want. 

			There are other people meeting when I push open the door. Two kids are playing chess and others are lying in beanbags reading. I half expect Jacqs to jump out from behind a column of books, even though I know she had to go to the dentist after school so she’s long gone.

			I head for the YA section, hoping to find a crime book that Jacqs told me about. She said it was terrifyingly great and needs me to read it immediately to test out her theory about us having the same taste.

			I scan along the surnames, trying to find M for Marney. 

			‘Hey, Clem,’ someone says.

			I look up into the smile on Tom’s face. ‘Oh …’ I manage to say before concentrating again on the spines of the books near my hands.

			‘I’m just borrowing this,’ he says, forcing me to glance at the book he’s holding up. 

			‘History of punk,’ he says, grinning over the top of the picture of a band I don’t know.

			‘Great.’

			‘I can let you know when I’m about to return it if you like.’

			‘Don’t think Fleetwood Mac would be in there, do you?’ I say.

			He pretends to flick through the pages looking for the band. ‘Doesn’t look like it. Just a lot of people with piercings and mohawks.’

			‘Cool,’ I say.

			‘Yeah, think a mohawk would totally suit you.’

			I smile, realising that all the nerves in my stomach have settled a bit and I can look at Tom without blushing. I really want to say something about what happened at camp, but I don’t know how. I like Tom and I don’t want that kiss to spoil us being friends one day. 

			‘What about Bowie?’ I say quickly before I can change my mind.

			There’s a little frown and then his face softens like he’s trying to work out why I asked. 

			He shakes his head. ‘No, sadly.’

			‘Yeah. I like the ones with Major Tom. They’re  great songs.’

			‘They really are, Clem-with-the-pencils.’

			It might take a while before we can just hang out but at least now I don’t have to avoid him in class. 

			‘Well, I’d better borrow this book before someone can steal it from me,’ he says. 

			‘I promise I won’t,’ I tell him with a smile.

			He grins at me. ‘See you around, Clem.’ 

			My key is barely in the door when it opens. Mum looks worried and hugs me before I can swing my bag down, which then makes my heart storm through my chest because maybe something’s happened. 

			After she hugs me, she pulls away and her words come pouring out in a rush. ‘Clem, where have you been? It’s six o’clock.’

			‘I went to the library and missed the bus and they don’t run very often after the school rush … and it’s only ten to six!’ Now that I know there’s no emergency, I push past her so I can actually get inside. Mum trails along behind me, ranting at me. 

			‘I’ve rung you five times. I thought teenagers were supposed to be connected to their phones at all times.’

			‘My phone died,’ I say, taking it from my pocket and waving it at her.

			‘Why isn’t it charged?’

			‘Mum, you’re yelling at me,’ I tell her.

			She blinks fast like she’s about to cry and I really don’t want her to.

			‘Can I get some toast first? Then have this conversation?’ I ask. 

			She nods and sniffs and I know there are tears in there somewhere and I really don’t understand why because I haven’t done anything except miss the bus and it came early so that wasn’t my fault anyway.

			Dad is in the kitchen and he looks about as stressed as Mum does. He hugs me as I reach for the bread. 

			‘Are you okay, Clem?’ he says. 

			‘Dad, I’m fine. I’ve been getting the bus home since I was eleven,’ I tell him.

			He starts laughing. ‘Yes. You have. Of course you have!’

			‘Not when I was living with you,’ says Mum, walking into the kitchen. ‘You’re still a child, Clem.’

			‘I’m a hungry child, Mum. Just let me make some toast.’

			I cut two slices of the hearty bread and drop it into the toaster. Mum watches me as I wait for it to pop up. And I plug my phone into the charger on the wall. 

			‘I overreacted a bit, didn’t I?’ she says. 

			‘A bit,’ I say.

			She pulls her hair back and places it behind her shoulders like she’s annoyed with it. Then she shoves her glasses on top of her head and takes in a large gulp of air.

			‘Sorry for yelling,’ she says.

			‘What was that? An apology? I didn’t quite hear it,’ I say, jokingly.

			A frown is thrown across the bench and I smile and bat it away. ‘And I’m sorry for not letting you know I’d be later than usual.’

			‘I’m going to grab us a pizza for dinner,’ says Dad. ‘That okay with everyone?’

			‘I want my own. Not sharing,’ I say. ‘Mum starved me today so I have hardly eaten …’

			Mum gasps like I’m being serious. What is with her tonight?

			‘Joke, Mum.’

			‘Clem, maybe go a bit easy tonight, okay?’ Dad says, kissing the top of my head. 

			‘And garlic bread,’ I tell him. ‘Please.’

			I’m five bites into my second piece of toast when Dad pulls the front door shut. It’s one of those gorgeous summery nights where the crickets are chattering in the garden and sprinklers are flicking water over fences. 

			The last thing I feel like doing is having a serious chat with Mum but I know it’s coming. I can tell.

			She leans against the other side of the bench. The fruit bowl in our way. ‘I know you want freedom,’ she says.

			I crunch the last scrap of toast in my mouth. 

			‘And I know I can’t hold on forever, Clem. But I lost a couple of years when I was depressed and after the fire, and I’m not ready for you to cut us off just yet.’

			My phone beeps just as she finishes speaking. Her eyes lock on mine. It’s instinctive, the need to check, but I’m doing everything I can to control the impulse because I know it won’t end well if I do.

			‘Go on, check. Then turn it off,’ she says.

			Nodding, I reach across to where my phone is charging. It’s an Instagram message. I angle my phone so she can’t see what I’m doing. It’s a photo of Bridge and me from our first day of primary school when we had matching pigtails and big cheesy grins, and Bridge had spilt her breakfast right down her fancy purple top. And she’s tagged me in it. 

			I swallow. A gulp. 

			‘Clem?’

			‘Yep. Just a sec, Mum.’

			‘Honey, really, can you turn it off now, please?’

			‘Just a sec, Mum,’ I say, squashing all the swirling feelings that are telling me to comment. I miss my friend. She misses me. 

			‘Clem!’ Mum snaps. 

			I almost drop my phone. 

			‘This is important. We need to talk,’ she says.

			‘I know. But this is important too.’ I shake my phone at her. 

			She snatches it like a cat grabbing a toy and turns it around to read it. The fruit bowl, I can handle. The being caught for having Instagram when I was clearly told not to have Instagram, I cannot. 

			I’m hoping she doesn’t know what it is. I’m holding my breath like I’m underwater again and have just kissed Tom and am trying to hide.

			‘Is this your account? Elm-o?’

			My black nails are telling me not to lie. My second piercings are telling me not to lie. ‘No,’ I lie. Then I breathe. And I say, ‘Yes. It is.’

			She places the phone on the bench, right next to the fruit bowl. I wonder if it’s confused by the action. 

			‘I said no to Instagram,’ she says.

			‘Yeah, Mum. I know. I’m sorry. I’ve posted four photos and I have twenty-three followers and it’s really not that big a deal.’

			‘But it is, Clem. Because I said no.’

			The toast is sticking in my throat all the way down, and I can’t think of the words I need to use to convince Mum she’s wrong. I know if I could lie on my bed and think, then I could come up with twenty arguments, but faced with her hurt expression and the looming fruit bowl, all I can do is shrug. 

			‘No, Clem, that’s not enough. I remember being thirteen. I was sneaky and didn’t always tell the truth. So don’t just shrug at me. Talk to me,’ she says, her voice softening. It’s a trick she plays sometimes to make me admit things that I would normally be on guard against. 

			I reach for my phone.

			‘No phones,’ she says, holding her hand over it.

			‘I’m just going to show you something!’ I snap back.

			‘Okay.’

			I unlock my phone and go to the photo Bridge just posted. ‘Do you remember this?’

			She nods and a smile sneaks into her mouth. ‘First day of primary school.’

			‘Bridge just posted it on Instagram,’ I tell her. ‘Tagged me.’

			‘I don’t want photos of you out in the world … I know it seems sweet but anyone could see that—’ 

			I hold up my hand, telling her to stop with the parent rant. ‘She posted it because we had a huge fight on camp. She told me a boy liked me. I kissed him. He doesn’t like girls. It was very embarrassing. Then Jacqs pierced my ears. Bridge and I aren’t talking right now. And then she posted this …’ I wave the phone around. ‘And she’s waiting for me to respond because it’s her way of asking if we’re still friends,’ I say. ‘It’s a teenage thing!’

			Mum walks around the bench and pulls out the other stool. She slides into it, her knees banging against mine. I’m waiting to see what she took from all of that. What detail she will focus on. 

			‘That sounds like a lot,’ she says finally.

			‘Yeah.’

			She reaches for me, her bare arms wriggling their way under mine so she’s pulling me close. My stool tips forward and throws me out of it, into Mum. She just pulls me even closer so that we’re hugging at the same height. Her seated, me standing. 

			And I think about what Jacqs said about me being lucky. 

			‘I know you’re growing up. But not all at once,’ says Mum. ‘Just take it slow. Dad and I like the gelato tradition and I like shopping for sneakers …’

			I nod into her shoulder. ‘I do too.’

			‘You’ll fix things with Bridge. She’s your forever friend,’ says Mum. 

			Tears flood my eyes because that’s what Bridge has always been.

			‘It might be a teenage thing, but I don’t understand the appeal of Instagram, Clem. If you fight with someone you should just talk to them. When Vanessa and I had a fight when we were fifteen …’

			‘When you bought the skinny jeans and so did she?’

			Mum starts laughing. ‘I’m turning into a repeat-myself parent!’

			‘Can I keep Instagram?’ I ask her, dreading the answer.

			She closes her eyes and takes in a breath, like she’s meditating on it. ‘Yes, but we’re going to talk about what you can post and what you can’t.’

			This time it’s my turn to laugh. ‘Mum, I’ve decided I’m mostly going to post photos of trees. Is that okay?’

			‘Sure,’ she says. ‘Or I could get an account too and …’

			I shake my head. ‘No. Absolutely, definitely, no.’

			‘Okay.’ She hugs me again, squeezes my shoulders. ‘Your turn to set the table,’ she tells me.

			I smile. ‘Yeah. I will. But first I need to see Bridge.’

			Mum smiles. ‘Anything to get out of your chores.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 37 

			I run. As fast as I can. To Bridge’s front door.

			And before I can back out, I knock gently, sort of hoping that Bridge won’t hear me and she won’t answer and I can message her on Instagram instead. 

			But of course, the door swings open and of course it’s Nat who looks me up and down, taking in my red face.

			‘Ew, sweaty person.’

			‘Bridge home?’ 

			‘We aren’t expecting you, are we?’ Nat says.

			I wonder at the ‘we’. At the idea that Bridge and Nat are now close enough for Nat to know that I’m not currently talking to her sister.

			‘Not unless you’re psychic,’ I snip.

			She raises an eyebrow and it’s as arched as Bridge’s. 

			‘Do you want to come in?’ she asks but doesn’t move so that there’s any space.

			‘Yes, please.’ 

			‘Have to go and consult the boss.’

			She shuts the door and I hear the click of the lock. It seems to take forever. Then the door opens again. This time it’s Nat and Bridge crowded together and I think how Nat must love this, being on the side of the pair for a change. It’s always been Bridge and me, with Nat floating alone. Now I’m the one on the outside. 

			‘You can’t come in, but you can chat here,’ says Nat.

			‘You can come in,’ says Bridge.

			‘You’re too soft,’ Nat says to her sister before disappearing into her room. 

			Bridge’s bedroom looks like it always does: the bed messed up and clothes chucked on the floor. I’m not sure whether to sit on Bridge’s bed or perch at her desk. I stand near the door, just so I can escape if it all goes south. 

			‘You saw the photo,’ says Bridge.

			‘Yeah …’

			‘It’s had three hundred likes.’

			‘Great.’

			‘I might keep posting cute photos of us when we were five …’ 

			‘Please don’t!’

			She smiles at me. ‘I was just trying to help with Tom,’ Bridge says. 

			‘You were interfering,’ I say.

			Bridge shrugs. ‘Maybe, but I was doing it helpfully.’

			‘It’s not helpful if I don’t want it,’ I say.

			‘I thought you liked him. I thought he liked you. I didn’t lie about that. I would never—’

			‘I did like him, do like him. He’s nice, but I’m not in a hurry. Not really.’

			‘I just thought it was because you were embarrassed … you know about …’ She clutches her chest, holding her boobs. 

			‘My boobs?’ I say.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I was. I am, I’m not. I don’t know … they’ll grow. I don’t want to think about it anymore.’

			‘You let Jacqs pierce your ears. That hurt, Clem.’

			I nod and move a step or two inside the room. ‘I know. I’m sorry. I was just doing something wild for a moment to see how it would feel. Trying to act outside myself.’

			‘And?’

			‘It really hurt.’

			‘They look good, by the way.’

			I’m moving closer towards Bridge. I’m in the sea of dirty washing now and I step over a few jumpers and some jeans and make my way towards the bed. 

			‘Are you and Jacqs besties now?’

			I laugh because she sounds about five. ‘No. But we’re friends. I like her, Bridge.’

			‘More than me?’ 

			‘Sometimes,’ I say. ‘She’s not as annoying as you. You’ll like her too once you get to know her.’

			‘Maybe,’ she says. 

			Then I sit on the bed and lean into her. ‘You’re my forever friend. You know that.’

			Bridge nods, and her nodding gets faster, like she’s really cementing the idea in her head. Then she wraps her arms around me and squeezes me really hard. ‘I’ve missed you.’

			‘I’ve missed you too,’ I tell her. ‘And I need to tell you something. I lied about getting my period.’

			Bridge laughs. ‘Yeah, course you did. Ellie and I knew as soon as you said it. We just figured you needed to pretend to be like us so we didn’t say anything.’

			I punch her hard in the arm and she yelps at me. ‘It just didn’t seem like that big a deal. You’ll get your period soon enough,’ she says. 

			Nat wanders into the bedroom. ‘Hugging now? That was quick.’

			‘You want to join us, Nat?’ I say.

			She rolls her eyes. ‘No. I do not. You are children. I am sixteen in one hundred and thirty-two days!’ 

			It makes me think about my calendar and how I’ve been crossing the days off all wrong. From now on I’m going to cross the boxes as the days end, each night before I go to sleep, instead of in the morning in anticipation of what the day will be. 

			‘It’s dinnertime, Clem. You have to go,’ says Nat.

			‘Thanks for being consistently mean to me, Nat. It’s nice that one thing never changes.’

			She snorts with a loud laugh and I think how I’ve hardly ever heard her sound surprised before. ‘I’m not mean to you. You’re like another annoying sister. I’m just comfortable with you.’

			‘Yeah, she’s like that to me too,’ says Bridge, dragging me closer and nuzzling her head into my hair.

			Nat sighs. ‘I liked it much better when you two weren’t talking,’ she says.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			It’s Sunday afternoon and as we head through the food court my stomach flips because I remember I haven’t had lunch. Mum offered sandwiches but we only had her grainy brown bread, so I passed. 

			‘I’m hungry, Mum.’ 

			She reaches into her handbag that is one of those large black leather ones that seems to have everything you could ever need and more, and pulls out a slightly brown banana that she holds towards me.

			‘Ew, it’s brown,’ I say, pulling a face. 

			Mum laughs and tosses it back into her bag, and I realise she was just teasing me. 

			‘Cinnamon or iced?’ she asks, slowing near the old-favourite donut stand.

			‘Really?’ I’m sort of in shock. Mum’s definitely not a donut person.

			‘Just this once,’ she says.

			I reward her donut offer with a smile, but I can’t possibly decide without weighing up the options. Bridge and I have a whole donut-selection process. It’s never a quick choice. I lean close to the display window and Mum leans over me, sliding her arm in next to mine. Her skin is warm and soft. 

			‘I’m thinking passionfruit curd,’ she says. 

			‘Strawberry shortcake.’

			‘Done,’ she says, turning to order from the boy behind the counter in a bright pink uniform and hairnet. There are two boys who work here. Bridge always tries to get the other one to serve her. She thinks he’s cute. 

			We take a small table and balance on the pink stools. 

			‘Bite for bite?’ I ask, holding my donut out.

			We trade and I definitely get the better deal. She barely tastes mine, while I chomp a big hole in hers.

			‘I haven’t eaten a donut in a very long time,’ she says. 

			‘You’re missing out.’ 

			‘Maybe I am,’ she says, licking the curd before it falls onto the plate. ‘Do you need anything other than sneakers?’

			‘Another donut?’

			She laughs. ‘Undies? Socks? … A bra?’

			I snort and a bit of donut flies out and lands on the table. ‘Um …’

			‘Sorry, honey, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.’

			I look around to see if anyone can hear us. There’s a girl sitting with her boyfriend on the next table over, but they seem more focussed on each other than on overhearing our conversation. 

			‘Actually … I would like a bra,’ I whisper.

			Her eyebrows soar. ‘Okay.’

			‘Really? You’re not going to tell me I’m too flat?’

			Mum shakes her head. ‘There are bras for every size.’

			‘Even ones that make you look a bit bigger than you are?’

			Smiling, Mum nods. ‘Yes. Even those.’

			I leap up, almost upending the table. ‘Let’s go then.’

			Mum takes my hand for a second and swings it. Then she looks over and drops my fingers, like she’s just remembered it might not be alright with me.

			‘It’s okay, Mum. I actually don’t care today,’ I tell her and reach for her hand.

			‘No, but I do. I’m definitely too old to be holding my daughter’s hand in public,’ she says.

			‘Definitely,’ I agree as we clutch hands and head for the bra department.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39 

			My wall now has two new additions. There’s my tree calendar, Dad’s old Blondie poster and the black-and-white photo of me that Tom took on camp with his mum’s old camera. The one where I’m trying to look natural. 

			It’s the first photo I like of my teenage self. Ironic that it’s not digital so I can’t use it on Instagram or send it to anyone. I have a single copy. A print he made with his mum in their makeshift darkroom at home. You can see my freckles and my pale skin and my eyes that sometimes look sad even when I’m not. 

			When our photography teacher gives my tree photos back, I’ll stick them up on my wall too. Louisa said the composition and the content married perfectly and they say a lot about who I am. 

			And I’ve just posted my first Instagram photo that I actually like. It’s a close-up of a spread of tiny native violets that grow close to the ground. I captioned it ‘Study in Purple’, and I can just imagine Bridge groaning when she sees it. She does not share my love of plants. 

			I’ve decided that now I’m thirteen and one hundred and thirty-four days old, my walls are going to be covered in plants. Plants worth hugging and plants worth saving and every plant in between.

			I take down my calendar and kiss goodbye to February. A month of red crosses and scribbled lines. A month of firsts. And I flip the page to a new month with a new tree and thirty-one days of potential. 
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