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  Chapter 1


  – INDIA –


  On the morning of the hundredth birthday fair, I arrived at school first thing to set up my stall. I didn’t want anyone to see me preparing it, because that would have destroyed the mystery. I had scarves to drape over the table and the walls, and my special velvet square to lay the cards on. I’d even brought my crystal ball, though I wasn’t going to use it. I don’t know how to use it, to tell the truth, but it added a certain something.


  And, of course, I had my tarot cards.


  They lived in their own carved box, wrapped in a silken cloth. I cared for my cards; I took them seriously. I couldn’t get accurate readings if I didn’t. The spirits wouldn’t co-operate.


  Ms Armstrong pretended to jump in shock when she saw me, staring at her watch in mock disbelief. ‘Here already, India?’


  I gave her a serene smile, and kept arranging my scarves.


  Strong-Arm wandered over and picked up my tarot card box.


  ‘Would you like a reading?’ I said. Only true questioners are supposed to handle the cards.


  ‘Oh, no!’ She hastily laid the box down. ‘I think it’s more fun if we don’t know what’s coming.’


  I wasn’t surprised. If Strong-Arm had a time machine, she wouldn’t want to see the future; she’d set the dial for twenty years ago and step out to find herself back at this same school, only as a student. I’d seen photos of her in Mum’s old school magazine. Mum and Ms Nicole Armstrong were at school here together. I think they were even friends for a while. Not now, though. The spooky thing was, Strong-Arm looked exactly the same as she had back then. Poodle perm, shiny lipstick, hoop earrings, the works. It was as if she’d been cryogenically frozen in 1989.


  ‘Did you remember to ask your mother about the reunion, India?’


  Ms Armstrong was organising a huge 1980s-themed Reunion Ball for the class of 1989 as part of the school’s birthday celebrations. When Mum had seen the invitation, she’d screwed up her face as if she’d bitten into a tarantula. I think her exact words were: I would rather gouge my eyes out with a spoon than go to that reunion.


  Strong-Arm gazed at me expectantly. I let my vaguest expression drift over my face. ‘Mm, not yet … I don’t think so …’


  ‘Really, India! You’ve got a memory like a sieve.’


  ‘Aren’t sieves supposed to catch the important stuff?’ I said, my eyes wide and innocent.


  Her eyes narrowed. ‘Well, I’ll remind her today,’ she said briskly, and hurried off to help Mr Spinelli with some crisis over the fairy floss machine.


  People started sauntering into the school grounds at around half-past nine. I pulled my gold-embroidered sari over my forehead and tried to look enigmatic. A few kids waved. I looked the other way, to preserve my mystery. But when I spotted Daniel, I used the power of my mind to drag him over to me.


  Mental telepathy always worked on Daniel; that’s why he was such a useful boyfriend. Also, my mind is stronger than most people’s. Once I’d even got mental telepathy to work on Lucy. I’d stared at her for a whole class, until she’d complained to Neve that the back of her head felt weird, and Neve told Miki, and Miki told me. If I can make it work on a blind person, I can make it work on anybody.


  That was in Year 9, a whole two years ago. I was less evolved then. I wouldn’t do that now.


  Daniel wavered across the asphalt, pulled by my willpower, and leaned in to peer under my sari.


  ‘India? Is that you?’


  Maybe I had overdone it a tad with the gypsy eye make-up.


  ‘Daniel, can you get me a bottle of water, please?’


  ‘Sure.’ But he didn’t move. ‘Are you going to stay here all day?’


  ‘As long as my public needs me,’ I said.


  Daniel grinned, wrinkling up his nose in the cute rabbit-like way he does when he’s confused. He does it quite a lot.


  ‘Water,’ I reminded him. ‘Go, go, there’s a potential customer coming.’


  ‘Really? Where?’


  ‘That guy over there in the blue jumper.’


  ‘He won’t come,’ scoffed Daniel. ‘He’s someone’s dad. No dad is going to get his fortune told. Dads need to believe they control their own destiny. It’s a masculinity thing.’


  I had a feeling Daniel might be right, but I wasn’t going to admit it. What did I know about dads, anyway? I’d never had one. I was the product of some failed university hook-up that Mum never talked about. So dads weren’t exactly my field of expertise. But I had a strong feeling that not even dads were immune to my Power of Suggestion. ‘You watch,’ I said.


  I bent the power of my mind onto the man in the blue jumper, and sure enough, like an iron filing drawn to a magnet, he slowly wheeled and strolled over. Daniel muttered something and scurried away. I love it when Daniel freaks out. Actually I was a little freaked myself; I mean, I knew I had mental powers, but I didn’t expect them to work so fast.


  The man read my sign. ‘Five dollars for a glimpse of the future? Sounds like a bargain.’


  He handed over the money and lowered himself onto the wobbly stool. ‘So, now what? Do you want my palm?’


  ‘No, I use the tarot.’ I handed him the cards, the Fool smiling benignly on the top of the deck. ‘Shuffle and think of your question.’


  ‘Do I have to tell you my question?’


  I hesitated. ‘No-o. But it works better if you do.’


  ‘I’ll bet it does.’ He laughed, but nicely, and closed his eyes, frowning as he shuffled. That was a good sign. I could tell he was really concentrating. Some questioners just gaze around vacantly, or even chat while they’re shuffling; no wonder their readings are all over the place. Divination works best when you focus.


  I laid out the cards, face down: one in the centre, one crossing it, four cards around it, and four in a line up the side. Everyone gets interested at this point, even if they’re sceptical. He leaned in. I could see the thinning patch on top of his head.


  I flipped the centre card. ‘This is you.’


  ‘The Fool? That sounds right.’ He laughed ruefully.


  I explained that it didn’t mean he was stupid but that he was on a quest, like everyone is, and I turned the next card. Wheel of Fortune – I couldn’t do much with that. The next card represents the distant past, and it was the Moon.


  ‘Ooh, that’s bad,’ I said. ‘Deception, lies and trickery.’


  He stopped smiling and ran a finger round his collar. ‘Is that so?’


  I waited, hoping he’d elaborate, because if the questioner gives me some clues it can help a lot with the interpretation. But he didn’t. I turned the next card. ‘This is about the recent past.’


  ‘The Hermit? What’s that mean?’


  ‘It could be loneliness?’ I suggested. He didn’t seem to be with anyone, and his jumper had a hole in it, so it seemed a reasonable assumption. ‘You probably need to get out more.’


  He snorted, so clearly I was on the right track. For the rest of the reading he gave me no help at all. His frown deepened, even at the end when I tried to cheer him up by pointing out he’d had three really good cards in a row. ‘The Sun and The Lovers and The World!’ I called after him as he stalked away. ‘It doesn’t get any better than that!’


  But he didn’t seem to want to hear. I sighed and began sorting the cards into order for the next customer. Some people are like that; one bad card appears, and that’s all they focus on, even if it’s in the past. They don’t want to know about all the good stuff coming up; it’s as if they can’t let themselves believe it.


  My very next questioner was like that, too. She was from Year 8 – Holly? Molly? Curly hair, freckles – anyway, Death turned up in her reading and she got upset and started crying, even after I explained that Death doesn’t necessarily mean death as such. It can mean a big change, a transformation. ‘It’s a good card!’ I yelled after her as her friends led her away, sobbing. She didn’t even wait for the rest of the reading! Talk about premature interpretation.


  Daniel finally turned up with my water and I took a well-earned break. Then I spied Forrest heading over with his girlfriend, Poppy. She had only come to our school a year ago. She’s kind of cool-looking. She’s little, and pale, and she dyes her hair bright red. Not auburn – red, like a stop sign.


  ‘Hey, Daniel. Hey, India,’ said Forrest. ‘Poppy wants her fortune told.’


  ‘No, I don’t,’ said Poppy.


  I shrugged. ‘Can’t tell a fortune for an unwilling subject. The spirits won’t help out.’


  Poppy gave a loud snort.


  ‘I’ll pay,’ offered Forrest. ‘Go on, Poppy. She’s really good.’


  I was pleased to hear this but tried not to show it. I stared sternly at Poppy. ‘She has to pay for her own fortune. To show she’s taking it seriously.’


  Poppy rolled her eyes. ‘All right, all right.’ She dug through her purse. ‘But this had better be good.’


  ‘I can’t control how the cards fall,’ I said. ‘I’m only the interpreter.’


  Poppy snorted again as she took the cards.


  I shooed the boys away. ‘Give us some space. How can you expect her to reveal her innermost secrets with you breathing down her neck?’


  ‘I’m not revealing my innermost secrets to you,’ said Poppy. But she was shuffling the cards at a feverish speed; anyone who shuffles that urgently wants to know something.


  ‘Want to get a burger?’ said Daniel to Forrest.


  ‘Yeah – okay.’ Reluctantly, Forrest let himself be led away. I guessed that a glimpse into Poppy’s innermost heart was exactly what he’d been hoping for.


  Poppy handed over the cards and sat back, arms crossed. Her body said Go on, impress me, but her eyes begged, Tell me, tell me something I don’t know.


  ‘Is this about Forrest?’


  ‘Not saying.’


  ‘The more you tell me, the more accurate the reading.’


  ‘I’ll risk it.’


  I laid out the cards. Poppy leaned forward; she couldn’t help herself. Without much to go on, I gave her a pretty standard reading. Upheaval in the recent past – that was easy to guess, otherwise she wouldn’t have changed schools. The Hermit cropped up again; that was no surprise either.


  ‘This card can represent someone who doesn’t have many close friends,’ I said.


  Poppy didn’t say anything. I knew she didn’t really have any friends. It wasn’t that obvious because she had Forrest to hang out with, and she looked so cool and self-assured, but I’d noticed.


  ‘Whoa!’ I said, at the final card. ‘The Tower!’


  Some cards seem to come up all the time: The Wheel of Fortune, Temperance, Justice, all those ‘what will be, will be’ cards. But The Tower is rare. It’s a big card, a significant card.


  ‘What does it mean?’


  I looked at her. ‘Your world is going to be shaken up. Everything’s going to be turned upside down.’


  ‘Going to be?’ said Poppy, with a raised eyebrow. ‘Don’t you mean, has been?’


  I shook my head. ‘This is definitely future. Pretty soon, I’d say.’


  Poppy laughed, not a particularly friendly laugh. ‘That’s it, is it? That’s the best you can do? The earth’s gonna move?’ She pushed back the stool. ‘Thanks, India. That was … truly enlightening.’


  I’m used to people mocking the cards and mocking me. Usually it just slides off. But for some reason I didn’t want Poppy to walk away sniggering.


  Before I knew it, I heard myself say, ‘Money back guarantee.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘If your world’s not shaken up within a week, I’ll refund your five dollars.’


  I couldn’t tell if Poppy was smiling or sneering. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Deal.’


  We were shaking hands on it when I saw Strong-Arm and Holly What’s-her-name, the little Year 8, marching across the yard toward us. Strong-Arm looked grim.


  ‘Here’s trouble,’ said Poppy.


  Well, it didn’t take a fortune-teller to work that out.


  Chapter 2


  – POPPY –


  ‘If I were Holly, I’d say, “The reports of my future death have been greatly exaggerated.”’


  When I said that, Holly’s friends crowded around her, patting her and crooning comforting words between shooting filthy looks at me and India. Ms Armstrong didn’t think it was funny either. How do you get to be Vice Principal of a high school when you are entirely humour deficient? At least India laughed.


  ‘Look at it this way,’ I said to Holly. ‘If you don’t die in a week, you can get your five bucks back.’


  Ms Armstrong made India return Holly’s money anyway. Which was hardly fair: small businesses have rights too. Holly had no proof that the service was faulty. I wondered if the family would reimburse India if the prediction did come true. I was thinking about staging a protest when Ms Armstrong burned me with her devil eyes: ‘Don’t you go getting any of your funny ideas, Poppy.’


  Wow. Spooky. Maybe she should be doing the fortune-telling. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a whole secret voodoo thing going on. Chicken gizzards, and dolls in the freezer stuck with pins. And then, totally out of the blue, she added, ‘I should have known you’d be in on this, Poppy Finn. Wherever there’s trouble brewing, there you are.’


  Exsqueeze me? I was a victim of India’s dire predictions of gloom too.


  After India had refunded Holly’s five bucks, Armstrong closed her down. I would have stayed to help her pack up, but I was all self-righteous again about my own dud fortune. If it was my fortune-telling stall, I’d tell people what they wanted to hear: Tattslotto numbers; overseas travel; tall, dark and handsome; prosperity; long lifeline … Not imminent death and telling people they had no friends. And how about the whole earthshaking business? India was okay, but she lacked the people skills to survive in the cut-throat world of small business. Rule number one: give the customer what they want.


  I had the people skills but lacked the clairvoyance. Guess we could have made a good team. Pity I wasn’t a team player. I was a strictly solo kind of girl.


  I went looking for Dad. I was ready to go, if his little nostalgia trip was over. My mum and dad had been high-school sweethearts at this school. They had probably kissed in every dark corner. There are even a few teachers here who remember them, and their eyes get all cloudy when they realise I’m the daughter of Travis Finn and Amanda Goose. Yes, that’s really her name. You’d think she would have married Dad just to get rid of it, but they never got hitched – maybe she was planning her escape even back then. I’m grateful that they decided to call me Poppy Beatrice Finn. Not Poppy Beatrice Goose. Not Poppy Beatrice Goose-Finn. She must have loved me once.


  Anyway, I just wanted to find Dad and get out of this place. It was a beautiful autumn Saturday. Inhuman, is what it was, making us come to school on a weekend. They should have named the 100 Years Fair the 100 Years Unfair.


  Instead of Dad, I found Daniel and Forrest standing next to the Dunk Tank, waiting to see if Miss Peters, the hot maths teacher, was going to get a soaking. I think this is what they call male bonding.


  ‘Enjoying yourselves, lads?’


  At least they had the decency to look ashamed of themselves.


  ‘Your girlfriend’s been shut down,’ I told Daniel. He scurried off to help her. I’ll say this for India, she keeps him on a short leash.


  ‘What did you do, Poppy?’ Forrest groaned.


  ‘Me? I didn’t do anything! It was Holly Goflightily and her entourage of baby monkeypuppets.’


  ‘So,’ said Forrest as he reached for my hand. I held his for a moment then pulled away, reaching for the drink he held in his other hand.


  ‘What was your fortune?’ he asked.


  ‘Oh usual stuff. Long Life Line. Overseas travel.’


  ‘Is that all?’


  I shrugged.


  ‘What about your Love Line?’


  ‘Come on, Forrest, you don’t really believe in that crap do you?’


  ‘I believe in the future,’ he murmured.


  The biggest problem with Forrest was that he always wanted to get intense. He was gorgeous most of the time, but when he looked at me like that, I wanted to run a mile in the opposite direction.


  I knew he was going to kiss me, so I put the straw in my mouth and slurped up a mouthful of cola. Mr Peck, from PE, had replaced Miss Peters in the Dunk Tank. Hmm, if he had to climb out of the water with his white shirt clinging to him, while water coursed off his torso …


  I gulped another hasty sip of cola. It was definitely time to get out of this place.


  Finally I found Dad lurking near the office.


  ‘Where have you been hiding?’ I asked.


  ‘Is she gone?’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Nic— I mean, Ms Armstrong. She tried to shanghai me into going to a Reunion Ball.’


  ‘You mean you’re not going? I thought you were reliving the warm-fuzzy of your youth. I thought you were on some big nostalgia bender.’


  ‘It wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy, Poppy. Your generation didn’t invent teen angst.’


  ‘Maybe, but we do it so much better than you guys did.’


  ‘Remind me to play you some Morrisey when we get home.’


  ‘You mean when we get back to Charmaine’s.’ (Charmaine was my grandmother, only I wasn’t allowed to call her Grandma anymore. Once she’d suggested I call her Glamma. I think she was joking.)


  Dad sighed. ‘You know what I mean, Poppy.’


  ‘Are you ready to go?’ I asked. ‘I’m bored.’ Dad hated it when I said that.


  We started walking out, through the thinning crowd. I was still waiting for Dad to say Only boring people … when suddenly he stopped.


  ‘Who’s that?’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘The woman with the fortune-telling girl.’


  ‘With India? Her mum, I suppose. Why?’


  ‘I think I know her.’


  ‘Yeah, she went to this school too. Armstrong strong-armed a few of us into her office to hand out invitations to our parents. India was there.’


  ‘What invitation?’


  Oops. The one I didn’t have anymore? That invitation? ‘Er, the one in my schoolbag. That I’m going to give you as soon as we get back to Charmaine’s. I thought you didn’t want to go to the reunion.’


  ‘I didn’t. I don’t. Maybe it would be a laugh.’


  I stared at India’s mum. ‘She looks like she’s got a rod up her—’ ‘Poppy,’ Dad warned.


  ‘I just mean, considering how drifty and dreamy India is, her mum looks a bit uptight.’


  ‘Mm.’ I could tell Dad wasn’t really listening. He murmured: ‘Sarah Williams. Wow.’


  Wow?


  India looked over and waved … not at me, at Dad!


  ‘Hang on, how did you know she was a fortune-teller? Did you get your fortune told?’ I crossed my arms and eyeballed him. ‘No way!’


  ‘She told me I was lonely,’ he said.


  There, exactly my point. Long Life Line. True happiness. Bags of cash. Not loneliness and death and earthshaking. And who was she to say I didn’t have any friends? And of course Dad was lonely. He missed Mum. We both did. Which was why I’d sent her Dad’s invitation to the Reunion Ball. (For some reason Strong-Arm had come over decidedly vague when I’d asked for another invitation for Mum.)


  Sarah glanced up; she looked straight at me and her whole face went south, as if she’d seen a ghost or something. Yeah, yeah. Everyone’s always telling me I’m the spitting image of my mum, which is so much fun when your mother is a complete flake. So I cut my hair short under my ears and dyed it from washed-out gingery-brown to the reddest red you can get in a bottle, and every morning I get up early so I can blow-dry in these fat red curls. But I knew from the way Sarah looked at me that she wasn’t seeing half an hour of hair drying. She’d travelled back in time to 1989, and she was seeing the living image of Mandy Goose.


  Charmaine wasn’t home when Dad and I got back. We wheeled our bikes down the cobblestones to the garage door and locked them in the shed. I’d never tell him this, but one of the definite compensations for the general suckiness of my life since Mum left is bike-riding with Dad. Our old house was on a windy mountain road with no footpaths – only serious cyclists rode up there. The only bike I’d ever owned lived at Charmaine’s house. There was a bike path that went right near her front door. Usually on a Saturday Dad and I rode up the creek to the farmers market, piled fruit and veg and bread into the panniers, stopped for a chai latte and then rode home again. It was a standing date.


  Since he’d started riding to work every day Dad had even been talking about selling the car. Charmaine looked panicky whenever the subject came up, as though she might never get rid of us.


  Though Dad used his own key to get us inside, it still felt naughty letting ourselves into her house. I still felt like a visitor. It was different for Dad. This was the house he’d grown up in after all. He even slept in his old room, with boxes of his old junk – vinyl records and sports trophies – vying for space with crates of my mother’s stuff that no one knew what to do with, and assorted bits and pieces from my own childhood that didn’t fit in my supposedly temporary sleeping quarters but that I refused to part with.


  I slept in what Charmaine cheerily called the box room, because it was roughly the dimensions of a cardboard box. Seriously, I had to sleep with the window open even on the coldest nights so I didn’t use up all the oxygen and suffocate. My bed didn’t even fit so I had to sleep on a futon mattress on the floor with the ends curling up. Good thing I’m so short.


  It was as if I was a bit of my mother’s junk that Dad had hung onto for sentimental reasons but that didn’t quite fit into his new life. Or to be more exact, into his old life, the life of Charmaine’s son, which he’d stepped back into with scary ease.


  Dad disappeared to read the Saturday paper from start to finish. I went to Charmaine’s sunroom to use her computer to do my homework and see if any of my mates from my old school were online.


  A couple of hours later he wandered in. ‘So,’ he said, ‘shall we cook or get takeaway?’


  ‘We’ meant me. Either that or it meant broccoli and butter sandwiches, which is what we’d practically lived on for the few months after Mum had left, until I’d taken over the cooking.


  Suddenly I wanted to close my eyes and make a wish. When I opened them we’d all be back in our house in the mountains, a casserole simmering on the stove. And Mum would be there, not doing anything special, just curled up on the couch, reading a book, or looking out the window at the clouds rolling into our valley.


  I stretched. ‘Why don’t you ride down and get some curries and I’ll do the rice and pappadums.’ We always did our own rice. It dated back to before I was born when Mum and Dad first moved in together and hardly had two dollar coins to rub together. Even when I was little we hadn’t had that much cash kicking around, and takeaways meant one curry – Malai Kofta – between three, with all the trimmings done at home on the cheap. I didn’t think we had money worries now. The tenants were paying off what was left of the mortgage. Dad paid for our share of the gas and electricity and phone, but no board since Charmaine owned the house outright. And it wasn’t not like we ever went on holidays, or to the circus or anywhere fun. I hadn’t even flown up to see Mum this year, because as far as I was concerned it was Mum’s turn to come and see me. Doing the rice was more like tradition than necessity.


  Dad called ahead to the restaurant and rode off on his bike. I washed the rice, put it on to steam and began microwaving the pappadums.


  I felt a sudden strange trembling sensation that was accompanied by a deep thunder-like booming. It sounded like someone running on the roof.


  There was a pause. Stillness. Silence.


  Then the house creaked and rumbled and shook. I sprang into the doorway. Plates rattled on the shelves and the cheerful light in the microwave suddenly went out, so the only light in the dimming kitchen was from the little gas fire under the rice pot. Should I turn it off? My feet were made of lead. Lucky I stayed put because a high cupboard door flew open and a wine bottle jolted to the floor and smashed. Dad’s Tassie pinot noir, the one he’d been saving for best, splashed all over the floor, and up the cupboards. Then – just as suddenly – everything was still and quiet again. I stayed in the doorway, surveying the broken glass and the trickling pool of red wine. The clock on the microwave started flashing and I heard the electronic grinding of the printer rebooting in the sunroom.


  I went back to microwaving pappadums as though nothing had happened, ignoring the wine pooling on the floor like spilt blood. I pressed the buttons, and watched the plate whirr around, and the pappadums puff and expand and distort. Maybe the ordinary world outside was gone, shaken to bits. Maybe people were hurt out there; there could have been traffic accidents, trees falling. Maybe people were alone and in pain. The phone rang, but I didn’t answer. I knew it would probably be someone – Forrest, Charmaine, one of Charmaine’s strange friends – ringing to blather excitedly about the earthquake … Earthquake! Earthquakes were something that happened on the seven o’clock news, not in Charmaine’s kitchen.


  I kind of overdid it on the pappadums. They teetered awkwardly on the plate, all of them different shapes, no structural integrity to the pile. But somehow they balanced there, defying gravity’s siren call.


  Dad burst in through the front door still wearing his bike helmet. ‘Did you feel that? I nearly fell off my bike! I put my foot down and the ground wasn’t there for a second.’ He was grinning manically. ‘I’ve never felt an earthquake like that before!’ He came into the kitchen and deposited the takeaway boxes on the counter. A warm savoury fragrance filled the room. He spied the broken glass. ‘Oh, wow, did that happen in the quake?’


  ‘Yeah.’ I attempted a smile. ‘It was awesome.’


  Mum would have noticed. If she’d been there. Mum would have seen my bottom lip wobble, would have heard the catch in my voice. The first thing she would have asked was if I was okay, and how I felt. Dad kept exclaiming about how amazing, how wow it all was, even as he scrubbed his precious red wine out of the gaps between the tiles and tipped the shards of glass into the bin. I ate a pappadum and missed her.
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  I didn’t ring Forrest, or reply to my Mount Diamond friends. Instead, I went to bed early, my nerves still raw and jangling. I felt too big for my bedroom, as if my dark, swirling thoughts were using up all the air. I sat up and went to the window, pushing it wide open. It was then, as a draught of cold air hit my face, that I suddenly remembered India.


  Her prediction had come true.


  Chapter 3


  – INDIA –


  I was in the bath when the earthquake hit. First I heard the rumble – correction, felt the rumble. The vibrations juddered up through the bathtub and into my bones; water slooshed everywhere. One pink tile cracked right across. The crack was shaped like a T.


  In the kitchen, Mum gave a yelp of fright.


  The tremors subsided. I lay half underwater staring at the T and wondering what it meant. Then I hauled myself out and grabbed a towel.


  Mum was racing round the house turning on the TV and every radio she could find. ‘India, did you feel that? Do you think something’s exploded? Or maybe a plane crashed? Could it be terrorists?’


  ‘The tiles cracked in the bathroom,’ I told her.


  The panic on Mum’s face disappeared, and was replaced with a hopeful look. ‘Badly cracked?’ She elbowed past me to inspect the damage.


  I followed, clutching my towel. ‘It’s only one tile – you can hardly see it.’


  Mum squinted at the T-shaped crack. ‘It’s not very bad, is it,’ she said regretfully.


  Mum had been trying to work up the energy to renovate our house ever since she bought it from Nana and Pa. She said she didn’t know where to start: the pink and black bathroom, the green and orange kitchen, the yellow-glass light fittings, the ‘wood’ panelling in the dining room. She’d spend all weekend poring over interior design magazines, but somehow she was paralysed when it came to actually altering anything.


  If all the tiles had suddenly crashed off the bathroom wall, I guess she’d have to renovate it. But I had a feeling the house didn’t want to be renovated; it was happy the way it was, stuck in the past.


  We were staring at the cracked tile as if it would tell us something when the phone shrilled. It was Nana, calling from a caravan park in Alice Springs. ‘We heard there was an earthquake! Are you all right?’


  Trust Nana to know exactly what had happened before we did, even in the middle of the desert.


  She and Pa were using the house money to fund their Big Adventure round Australia. But it was Pa’s dream, not Nana’s. She’d confided to me that the Winnebago was very nice, but it wasn’t the same as a house, especially a house you’d lived in for forty years.


  I chatted to her for a few minutes, squealing about the earthquake and reporting on the garden. Then the line dropped out. ‘Love to Pa!’ I yelled, but I didn’t think she heard.


  I hung up. I must have looked a bit sad because Mum said, ‘You miss them, don’t you?’


  ‘Don’t you?’


  ‘Yes, of course, but …’ Mum fidgeted. ‘I’ve been looking forward to this, too. It’s a chance for us to spend some time together, just the two of us.’


  ‘Really?’ I looked at her. ‘Me, too.’


  ‘There are so many things we can do together, so many things I want to talk to you about ...’


  ‘Yeah, I know! I feel exactly the same!’


  ‘Well,’ said Mum. ‘That’s nice.’


  We smiled at each other, then looked away. An awkward silence fell. I gestured to my towel. ‘I’d better—’


  ‘Yes, and I’d better—’ Mum jumped up.


  We ran off in different directions: Mum to the kitchen, and me to my bedroom. Lucky we had the earthquake to talk about over dinner, or we’d have been in real trouble.


  At Wednesday lunchtime I was sitting under the gum trees with Daniel and some other random people from our year, when Holly What’s-her-name shuffled up with a whole gang of Year 8s as back-up. She looked terrified. When she got within shouting range, she stopped.


  ‘I just thought you ought to know!’ she blurted. ‘And I’m telling Ms Armstrong!’


  I looked over my shoulder to check she was talking to me.


  ‘What’s up, kiddo?’ said Daniel kindly. He was good with children.


  ‘Ziggy …’ choked out Holly, and burst into tears.


  ‘Her guinea pig died,’ yelled one of the entourage. ‘Just like you said!’


  ‘Wow,’ said a quiet voice behind me.


  The Year 8s put their arms round Holly and led her away. ‘We’re telling Ms Armstrong!’ one of them called. ‘It’s your fault!’


  ‘I didn’t kill your guinea pig!’ I yelled back. I turned to Daniel. ‘I didn’t!’


  ‘Of course not,’ he said uneasily.


  ‘Talk about shooting the messenger,’ said the same voice behind me. I twisted around. Poppy Finn was staring at me. ‘That’s two in a row,’ she said, almost under her breath. She had a weird, wary look on her face.


  I stood up. ‘Let’s go,’ I said to Daniel.


  Poppy’s eyes were still following me across the grounds when the PA blared, India Williams, please report to the Vice Principal’s office immediately!


  Strong-Arm banned me from bringing my tarot cards into school.


  ‘It was all very well when it was harmless fun. But terrorising younger students is not acceptable.’


  I gaped at her. ‘But it wasn’t my fault her stupid guinea pig died!’


  ‘That’s enough, India. Poor Holly’s been traumatised by the whole experience, she’s seeing the school counsellor. Does that make you feel proud of yourself?’


  I shook my head sorrowfully. ‘You can ban the tarot cards, Ms Armstrong. But the cycle of death and life goes on.’


  I swept out of her office, and cannoned into Poppy Finn, who was loitering in the corridor. She grabbed my arm and hustled me into an empty classroom.


  ‘Daniel’s waiting for me,’ I protested.


  ‘This’ll only take a minute.’ She peered up and down the hallway and closed the door. ‘So, it looks like Forrest was right. You do know your stuff. First the earthquake, now the guinea pig.’


  I opened my mouth, and shut it again. I’d forgotten about Poppy’s fortune. Of course. Her world had been shaken up. Not in the way I’d expected – I’d assumed it would be a metaphorical, symbolic upheaval, not a literal earthquake – but one thing I’d learned is the cards always found a way to surprise you.


  ‘Yeah, the earthquake …’ I tried to sound nonchalant. ‘So I get to keep the five dollars?’


  Poppy shook her red curls impatiently. ‘I don’t care about that. The thing is …’ She lowered her voice. ‘I need another reading.’


  I pulled my hair back with one hand then let it fall around my face. ‘Strong-Arm’s just banned me from telling fortunes. I’m not supposed to bring tarot cards onto school premises.’


  Poppy’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is that a no?’


  ‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m just saying we’ll need to be … discreet.’


  A slow smile spread across Poppy’s face.


  ‘There’s the attic,’ she said.


  The attic wasn’t strictly an attic. It was a disused classroom on the top floor that was out of bounds because the old building didn’t have a fire escape. Over the years all kinds of junk had ended up there. It was the place people went to do dubious deeds.


  ‘The lights are dodgy, that’s all,’ said Poppy. ‘Last time I was up there with Forrest, the globes had blown. I don’t think anyone will have replaced them.’


  ‘I could bring my special home-made candles,’ I offered. I was getting tingles. Poppy must have had a good reason to ask for another reading. Maybe there was a dark secret in her past – a murder or a mystery, something she needed help with. I loved helping people with my powers. Of course it was even better when my help was appreciated, unlike with certain people called Holly. I mean, I’d warned her she was about to lose her guinea pig. She could have used that time to resolve their issues, say farewell, tie up loose ends. But no, all she did was stage a major freak-out …


  ‘It’ll have to be tomorrow,’ I said. ‘So I can get the candles.’


  Poppy shook her head. ‘Make it Friday. We can sneak up while everyone’s at assembly.’


  She peered out into the corridor again to check the coast was clear, like a spy or something. Though with that hair screaming Look at me! she’d make a pretty useless spy. Poppy was right about the lights. When I flicked the switch in the twilight of the attic, nothing happened. Nothing, that is, except a low, eerie moaning sound. I froze. My heart banged against my ribs like a trapped bird.


  Poppy’s laughter erupted from the shadows.


  ‘Very funny,’ I said coldly. ‘I thought you were serious about this.’


  ‘Sorry,’ said Poppy. I could barely make out the pale heart-shape of her face in the dimness. ‘I thought you’d be pleased to find a ghost up here.’


  ‘A real ghost, sure. Not someone trying to be amusing.’


  ‘I said I was sorry.’ Poppy gestured beside her. ‘I cleared a space. Did you bring the candles?’


  I fished them out of my bag and lit them, letting them drip onto the dusty floorboards, then pushing each candle into a base of soft wax. Flickering light illuminated the tottering piles of junk all around us. There were split cardboard boxes, mysterious iron rods, old bats and balls, a pedestal fan, a rusty filing cabinet, even what looked like a lopsided puppet theatre.


  Poppy coughed. ‘Candles aren’t supposed to smoke this much, are they?’


  ‘I made them myself,’ I told her. ‘Beeswax, incense, secret aromatic oils for clear vision …’


  Poppy rolled her eyes. ‘Okay, whatever. Just get on with it; assembly will be over soon.’


  ‘You can’t rush the spirits,’ I said reprovingly.


  I spread my velvet cloth on the floor, lifted the cards from their box and held them out to Poppy. She hesitated.


  ‘Changed your mind?’ I whispered.


  ‘No,’ she said at once, then, almost to herself, ‘No. I want to know.’


  In silence, she began to shuffle; her eyes squeezed shut, her face uplifted, her red curls glinting in the candles’ glow. A shiver ran down my spine. If only I could always read the cards by candlelight. This was perfect. The muffled sounds of the school reached us from far away: a distant door slammed, a whistle blew on the oval, voices murmured from a classroom. But Poppy and I were enclosed in a golden bubble of light and magic, our two serious faces bent over the cards as I laid them down.


  ‘This is you,’ I said in a hushed voice, turning the first card. ‘The Chariot. It means your life is hurtling out of control.’


  That was when the bubble burst. Poppy sat back, folding her arms. ‘That’s not right,’ she said.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘I’ve been doing my research. I read on Wikipedia that every card has more than one meaning. That’s not the right one. So what else does it mean?’


  I stared at her. She was serious. She was actually going to argue with my reading. What was the point of asking for an interpretation, and then not listening to it?


  I could foresee this was going to take a while.


  Chapter 4


  – POPPY –


  ‘Why don’t you just tell me everything the card can mean, and I’ll pick the one I like best?’ I said.


  ‘Because tarot doesn’t work like that, Poppy! The Chariot is a very complex card. It takes someone with the gift to interpret it correctly.’


  ‘Complex how?’


  ‘Well, it can mean war, or struggle, or chaos. It can mean that your life is hurtling out of control, or it can be a literal showdown, though the Charioteer often fights from the side, rather than head on. Or it might not mean fighting at all. It can mean a union of opposites. Sometimes it means a message or a trip. Or—’


  ‘There, that’s the one! What you just said.’


  ‘A message? A trip?’


  ‘No, the other one. The union thingy.’


  ‘Union of opposites?


  ‘Yeah, exactly. Wow, you’re good at this,’ I encouraged her. ‘Now, what does the next card mean?’


  The lights flickered in India’s eyes as she bent, frowning, over the cards again. ‘So,’ she said defiantly. ‘Your life is hurtling out of control. You’re the chariot, see? And this card here represents your current situation.’


  ‘The Hanged Man?’ I read out loud. ‘Oh excellent. Lucky me.’


  ‘It’s not as ominous as it seems. In your case it means to wait. To wait and see.’


  ‘No, that’s not going to work, I’ve tried that. What else?’


  ‘Accepting what is, ending the struggle…’


  ‘No and no. Crap. Maybe I should shuffle them again. Or pick another card.’


  ‘You can’t just pick another card.’ India stopped and tilted her head. ‘Hey, did you hear something?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Is that the bell?’


  I listened. I could hear the bell, faint but persistent, coming from downstairs. ‘Fire drill, maybe? It’ll stop soon. Now where were we? Chariot, Hanged Man, what’s next?’


  ‘If you aren’t going to commit to the process, there’s really not much point …’


  I flipped up the next card, ignoring her protests. ‘Skip the Hermit, that’s the “got no friends” card, right? Let me guess, Dad got that one too?’


  ‘I can’t reveal another client’s reading. It’s a sacred bond.’


  ‘Yeah, yeah. Here, what about this creepy looking one with the crabs. The Moon? What’s that about?’


  ‘I don’t even think I should bother telling you,’ India said. ‘You obviously aren’t ready to listen. And please stop turning over the cards! That’s the reader’s job. You’re looking at them all out of order.’


  ‘Come on, India. I’m sorry. Please?’


  ‘Well, if you must know, the Moon represents trickery. Secrets and plots.’


  ‘Geez, aren’t there any cheerful cards? Why are they all such a downer?’


  ‘This is a very potent card. You should respect it. It’s tied to sleep and dreaming, but also madness and illusions.’


  ‘Hip hooray.’


  ‘It can also signify great creativity, poetry. In this position it’s tied to the distant past. Listen, Poppy, why don’t you tell me your question? It would really help me to guide you through your spiritual journey.’


  ‘Hang on, the past? Forget the past. I know all about the past – trickery and secrets and freaking creativity. It’s the future I’m here for. Which cards are the future ones?’


  ‘Well, here, the Magician, that’s the immediate future. That’s more trickery, I’m afraid. The good news is you’re going to take charge; this time it’s your guile and creativity I see.’


  I hardly heard her. I’d just peeked at another card. ‘The Lovers! That’s more like it.’


  India pushed my hand away and turned the card over herself. ‘That’s your distant future.’


  ‘How distant?’


  India shrugged. ‘It doesn’t come with a calendar.’


  ‘But it will happen?’


  ‘Is this about Forrest?’


  ‘Forrest! No. Why would you ask that?’


  ‘He is your boyfriend. Does that mean … Are you in love with someone else? Because The Lovers doesn’t always mean romantic love,’ she warned. ‘Sometimes it’s more about finding yourself, or diverting from your chosen path to follow your passion …’


  ‘No, no, that’s okay. I know what it means.’ I stood up. ‘Alrighty then. Thanks.’


  ‘We haven’t finished,’ India protested.


  I shrugged. ‘Chill. I’ve seen what I wanted to see. Aren’t you coming?’


  India continued to gaze over the cards.


  ‘What, is it like a seance? Will the spirits escape if you don’t tap on the glass three times and say Be gone to the underworld?’


  ‘I don’t get you. You asked for this. I’m trying to help you. So why are you acting like a non-believer? I don’t think you really want a reading. You just want to make up whatever suits you.’


  ‘And how is that different from what you do? You tell a single dad at the fair that he’s lonely. Wow. You tell me I’ve got no friends. Well, der. That’s hardly big news from the other side. You just want people to think you’re clever and interesting. You don’t actually care about them.’


  ‘Ooh.’ India started to gather up her cards. ‘You are the most unenlightened, cynical … no, you’re worse than cynical, because you do believe in it, but you still can’t see past your own limited perspective. I feel sorry for you.’


  ‘Yeah, well, don’t waste your time.’


  ‘I won’t.’


  ‘Good.’


  ‘Fine.’


  At that moment, the door crashed open and half the candles blew out. India and I clutched each other. For a moment I thought we really had unleashed some maverick spectres from a deep, deep future, wearing spaceman outfits. But all we’d unleashed was the entire complement of the Metropolitan Fire Brigade. Our immediate future was clear. We were in deep, deep trouble.


  Ms Armstrong made us wait in her office while she supervised the firemen as they professionally blew out the remaining candles.


  ‘This is all your fault,’ India hissed as we perched together on the edge of the worn vinyl seats in Ms Armstrong’s inner sanctum.


  ‘My fault? They were your candles.’


  I knew she was right, though. It was my fault. Well, it wasn’t even my fault. If it wasn’t for my selfish mother running off and leaving us, I’d never have asked for the reading in the first place. We’d never have left the house in the Dandenongs. I’d never have met India. But the reading had been worth it, sort of. I mean, The Lovers, right? That was exactly the kind of portent I’d been hoping for. All the other stuff, the Hanged Man and the Hermit, well, none of that mattered if it turned out all right in the end.


  ‘Your spirit is so blocked,’ India hissed at me.


  ‘Sounds painful. Do they have drugs for that?’


  ‘Yeah, that’d be right.’


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


  ‘Someone like you would take the soft option.’


  ‘What do you mean someone like me?’


  ‘Using drugs to open the doors of perception.’


  ‘I don’t take drugs,’ I said flatly.


  ‘That’s not what Miki says.’ As soon as she’d spoken, embarrassment flashed over India’s face.


  It was no big deal. Believe me, I’d heard all the rumours. Starting a new school in Year 10, I’d learned the hard way, was a ticket to either instant popularity or instant notoriety. When I’d made it clear I wasn’t interested in trading my soul to become one of the senior monkeypuppets – Miki and Neve and Lucy and their minions – the rumour mill had opened for business, specialising in manufacture out of cheap, flimsy material and rapid distribution.


  ‘You know,’ I said to India, ‘I don’t care what people say about me, but I really thought you were different.’


  ‘I am,’ she protested. She was interrupted by Ms Armstrong, closing her office door behind her as she entered.


  ‘Girls. I am mortified – mortified – by your behaviour. I hope you both understand the severity of this situation. Such thoughtless, impetuous, selfish—’


  There was a knock on the door. Ms Armstrong took a breath. ‘Enter,’ she called out, in a totally different tone. One of the firemen entered. He wasn’t bad looking for an old dude (he must have been at least thirty). Ms Armstrong obviously thought so too.


  ‘Oh, yes, hello. Er, Cole, isn’t it?’ She smoothed back her hair. Ouch. Way to play it totally obvious, Strong-Arm. ‘Are you boys all finished?’


  ‘Yes, Ma’am. Seems the smoke from those dodgy candles set off the alarm. Now girls, I hope your teacher here has explained to you that false alarms are a serious business. Terribly disruptive. Waste of the school’s time and resources. Waste of the Brigade’s time and resources.’


  ‘Not to mention manpower,’ Ms Armstrong chimed in.


  India and I glanced at each other. I had to look away or I knew I was going to laugh.


  Cole stared like a startled roo caught in the headlights. ‘Anyway, er, I just wanted to mention that your storeroom up there is a real fire hazard; it was very hard to manoeuvre around all the clutter. It needs a proper clean-out. Where you see old costumes and puppet theatres, I see combustible material. Now girls, no harm, no foul. I’m sure you’ve learned your lesson, but it really is a serious matter.’


  ‘Well, now,’ Ms Armstrong said when Cole had left. ‘It seems to me that you two have just volunteered for the job of cleaning out the attic. Excellent.’ She sat down and flicked through a diary on her desk. ‘Now, we don’t want to take you out of any classes, and we’d best get some new globes fitted, so let’s see … ah, perfect. Saturday morning, 9.00 am. You can join the Beautification Committee. I’ll contact your parents and make sure you’re both available. I’m sure they can clear your schedules.’


  What? Another Saturday at school? Was that even legal?


  ‘And,’ Ms Armstrong held out her hand, ‘I’ll take that deck of cards, India.’


  India clasped the cards to her chest, her eyes wide with alarm. ‘You can’t,’ she stammered. ‘No one’s allowed to touch the cards except the reader or a genuine questioner.’


  ‘I promise I’ll take good care of them. You can get them back from me on Saturday, if I’m satisfied that you have both conducted yourselves appropriately. Am I understood?’


  ‘Yes, Ms Armstrong,’ we both murmured. I mouthed Sorry at India.


  ‘I’d hate to see you repeat the mistakes of the past.’


  The past? Did what happened in the attic half an hour before constitute the past? Strong-Arm really was a bit loopy, which she proved as she kept talking.


  ‘Let yourself be filled with the school spirit. I know that’s not “cool”’ – she did the air-quote thing, which caused me physical pain – ‘but one day you’ll look back on these days as the best years of your lives. Believe me.’


  I believed that she believed it. It sent a cold chill down my spine. I wondered if that was what my mother believed. Or Dad, despite his whole, ‘you didn’t invent teen angst’ schtick. What about India’s mum? It was too tragic for words. I mean, I kind of get looking fondly at, say, your kinder years. Drawing with crayons, thumb-sucking, teddy bears, naps – what’s not to like? But what sort of nutbag would want to do this all over again?


  ‘Do you know what the real tragedy is?’ India said to me as we left.


  ‘Yeah. Ms Armstrong.’


  ‘I didn’t even get to finish your reading.’


  ‘It’s okay; I’d already heard what I needed to know.’


  ‘I shouldn’t have looked, really, but you may as well know. I peeped as I picked up the cards. It was a really great spread. You would have liked it. Lots of interesting female energy. The High Priestess, the guardian of secret knowledge … I love her. The Empress, she’s really strong, and you dealt the Strength card. Have you seen it? A woman wrestling with a lion? And it all ended with the Sun, which symbolises pleasure and joy, but also perfection, fulfilment.’ India sighed. ‘It would have been the best reading I’d ever done.’ Her face hardened. ‘Not that you deserve it.’


  My stomach flip-flopped. As I watched India march away, I wondered if by stopping the reading and leaping up before she had finished I had somehow jinxed the future. Had I changed the cards?


  Chapter 5


  – INDIA –


  Mum was so antsy that I might be late for detention that she insisted on driving me herself. She didn’t need to worry this time; the sooner I finished the stupid detention, the sooner I’d get my cards back. Every time I thought of them, unwrapped, unprotected, in Strong-Arm’s office, vulnerable to any passing influences, contaminated by Vice Principal vibes, my chest tightened. Forgive me, forgive me, I begged them telepathically. I’ll rescue you soon. But what if they didn’t forgive me, what if they stopped working for me? What if my gift leaked away?


  At least I’d know who to blame, I thought darkly. Poppy Finn.


  Mum pulled the car up outside the school gates half an hour early.


  ‘We could go for a coffee,’ I said. ‘There’s heaps of time.’ ‘This is supposed to be punishment, India. We’re not here to have fun.’ She stared out the window at the red-brick box of the main school building. Maybe she was seeing her own school days play out like a scratchy old video. As well as keeping quiet about her uni days, she never talked about school, either, now that I thought about it. Her whole life must have been years of dullness. Nothing had really happened to Mum till I came along.


  ‘You could come in and say hi to Ms Armstrong?’ I suggested. Maybe Mum could persuade her to hand over my cards. At least they’d be better off with Mum than in Strong-Arm’s custody.


  ‘After the excruciating conversation we had yesterday? No, thank you. I’ve had more than enough of Knickers for one week.’


  ‘Knickers?’


  ‘Did I say that out loud?’ Mum bit her lip. ‘We called her Knickers at school. Damn, I always promised myself I wouldn’t tell you that.’


  ‘You can’t take it back now. Knickers. That’s classic!’


  ‘India, if she ever finds out—’


  ‘Okay, okay, I won’t breathe a word, I swear on my crystal ball.’


  ‘India, we need to talk.’


  My heart sank. I was all for Mum’s new program of mother–daughter bonding, but I’d imagined movie nights and walks on the beach, not We need to talk. ‘Do we?’


  ‘This detention … You’ve never been in trouble before.’


  ‘Oh, Mum!’ I groaned. ‘Are you serious? India, don’t vague out. India, take those rings off, no jewellery with school uniform. India, get your hair out of your face. India, where’s your permission form? India, stop freaking out the Year 8s with your spooky death predictions.


  ’ ‘Yes, but detention …’


  Mum liked rules. They made her feel safe. Rule-breaking mades her hyperventilate.


  ‘It’s detention, not a life sentence.’ As far as I was concerned, the real punishment was confiscating my tarot deck. Detention was just what I had to go through to get them back. But I could see Mum was genuinely worried about the blot on my record. I patted her shoulder. ‘You need to relax. Imagine a calm blue ocean.’


  Mum frowned. ‘Actions have consequences, India. I know that better than anyone. You don’t realise … how important it is … to choose your friends wisely.’ The words came out more and more slowly, as if she were hauling them up from the bottom of a deep dark well. She stared straight ahead, her eyes fixed on the old school building. ‘You can think someone is your friend. You can trust them with everything – with your future, with your whole life. But friends can let you down, India.’


  It finally dawned on me what she was talking about. ‘Is this about Poppy?’


  ‘You must admit, you never had a detention before you started hanging around with her.’


  ‘I don’t hang around with her. We’re not friends. She said—’ I broke off. She said I just wanted everyone to think I was clever and interesting. She said I didn’t really care about other people. As if I were some kind of fake, a fraud. I swallowed. ‘Poppy Finn is bad news,’ I said flatly. ‘I don’t need you to tell me that.’


  ‘Poppy Finn,’ repeated Mum. She tipped her head back and shut her eyes. ‘Poppy Finn.’ It was as if she’d gone into a trance or something. And people talk about me being vague.


  ‘Er, Mum? I’m going, okay?’


  I shoved open the door; the sound seemed to snap her out of whatever weird parallel universe she’d drifted into. But she forgot to wave goodbye as she drove away. Great. I hoped Mum wasn’t heading for some kind of mental meltdown.


  I marched gloomily up the steps to the front door. My fellow detainees were milling around in the foyer. There were about twenty of us. Poppy was already there; I wondered how she’d arrived without me seeing her. She must have snuck in through the side gate. Our eyes locked for a second, then she pointedly turned her back and pretended to study the photos of ancient netball teams. Fine. Didn’t bother me.


  I walked straight past her and took up a position casually leaning against the banisters. Josh Griffen and Ollie Bates were perched on the stairs, trying to shove each other off. It was no surprise to see them; they got so many detentions they practically lived here. Josh turned to stare at me, and nudged Ollie.


  ‘Good one, Williams. Got me out of a science test yesterday, thanks for that.’


  I said, ‘Naturally, Josh, we did set off the alarm and call out the fire brigade and evacuate half the school purely for your convenience.’


  Josh and Ollie snorted with amusement, which annoyed me because I’d been aiming for cold and cutting.


  Ollie nodded at the crowded foyer. ‘Armstrong’s been handing out detentions like lollies.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Needs slave labour for her Beautification Committee. Cleaning up after the fair, decorating the gym for the Reunion Ball, prettying up the grounds. Big year for Strong-Arm.’


  I leaned in. ‘Do you know what they used to call her when she was at school here? Knickers.’


  Ollie and Josh exploded into laughter; they were easily amused. Poppy glanced over sharply and I remembered that I’d sworn myself to secrecy. Whoops.


  ‘What’s up with your mate, the red-back spider, over there?’ said Josh. ‘Is she up herself or what?’


  ‘That’s not her problem,’ said Ollie knowingly. He mimed flipping pills into his mouth and gulping them down.


  ‘What’s her problem? She’s a turkey?’ said Josh, baffled by this performance.


  Ollie gave him a mighty shove that nearly knocked him off the steps.


  ‘Poppy doesn’t do drugs,’ I said, and at once felt irritated with myself. Why was I defending her?


  Josh and Ollie exchanged a sceptical look. It was an expression I’d seen many times before, the what-would-India-know look.


  ‘She’s addicted to something else,’ I said. I don’t know where the words came from; they tumbled out of my mouth as if the spirits were speaking through me.


  ‘Yeah?’ said Josh. ‘What?’


  I leaned in closer, and whispered, ‘Blood.’


  I half-expected them to laugh again. But they didn’t.


  Ollie shifted nervously on his scrawny bum. ‘You saying she’s a … a vampire?’


  Josh gave a low whistle. ‘Wow. That explains a lot.’


  Did it? I smiled uneasily. We were joking, right? ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’ I murmured. ‘Look how pale her skin is. She’d frizzle in sunlight.’


  ‘You’re right.’ Josh nodded solemnly. ‘You know, I never have seen her in the sun.’


  ‘Jeez,’ murmured Ollie, glancing nervously across the foyer. ‘I guess that’s why she got kicked out of her last school. Feeding on the students.’


  Josh nudged him. ‘Look out. Here comes Knickers.’


  Right on the dot of nine o’clock, Ms Armstrong came bustling out of her office, clipboard in hand and a pencil poking from her poodle perm. Chelsea Wojcinski was at her heels, the poodle’s poodle. Chelsea was the head of the Beautification Committee, and Knickers’s – I mean, Strong-Arm’s – right-hand woman. She’d volunteered to give up her Saturday, unlike the rest of us.


  ‘Right everyone; here are your tasks for today. Joshua, Oliver, you’ll be in the garden. Jack and Hayden, Amelia and Bronte, you can help Chelsea in the gym. Poppy and India – India! Are you paying attention?’


  I blinked and brought my gaze round to her exasperated face.


  ‘India, I trust you’re treating this punishment with the seriousness it deserves.’


  ‘Yes, Ms Armstrong,’ I muttered.


  Poppy raised her eyebrows at me; I looked away, feeling vaguely guilty.


  ‘Well, you two know where you’re headed.’ Knickers pointed upward. ‘Off you go. I’ll be up shortly to give you further instructions.’


  Poppy pushed past the other temporary members of the Beautification Committee and we toiled up the stairs side by side, not speaking.


  Poppy flicked on the attic lights. We both sagged. By candlelight, the attic had looked like an Aladdin’s cave of lost objects and fascinating treasures. By the hard light of the brand-new fluoro globes, the treasures were revealed to be – well, rubbish. So much rubbish that it blocked the windows. The fire fighters tromping around hadn’t exactly made the room tidier, either.


  ‘This is going to take years,’ said Poppy gloomily. ‘When I think of all the things I could have been doing today …’ She threw me a glance and asked abruptly, ‘What’s up with you? We’re in this together, aren’t we?’


  ‘Yeah, so? I’ve lost my Saturday, too. And my cards.’


  ‘So, there’s no need to act so … Oh, forget it.’


  I chewed my lip. Was it possible she hadn’t been giving me the cold shoulder downstairs? Maybe she’d been expecting me to come and stand beside her and make smart-mouth comments about the tragic old netballers.


  Still, it was her fault my tarot cards were being held hostage in Knickers’s office.


  ‘Typical Taurus,’ I said, not quite under my breath.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Easily offended.’


  ‘I’m not Taurus. Actually.’


  ‘Really?’ I gave her a hard stare. ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘I think I would know my own birthday.’


  ‘You could be on the cusp.’


  ‘On the what-now?’


  ‘Cusp. The borderline between two signs. Or you must have Taurus rising.’


  Poppy muttered something that sounded like Give me a break.


  We were glaring at each other when Knickers arrived with an armful of industrial-strength garbage bags and a broom. ‘Come on, girls! What are you waiting for? Let’s go crazy, as they say in the classics!’ She let out a peal of slightly unhinged laughter.


  Poppy gave half a shrug and grabbed the broom. I took the garbage bags.


  ‘Let it roll!’ cried Knickers, and departed. We could still hear the echo of her mad cackling when she was halfway down the stairs.


  Chapter 6


  – POPPY –


  The night before my detention, Mum had rung me on my mobile. She never rings the landline. She says it’s because she doesn’t want to tie up Charmaine’s phone, but I know it’s because she’s worried Dad might answer.


  ‘Hey, Poppy B.’


  I wandered out to the courtyard for privacy. It was bracingly cold and the air smelt like autumn; dried leaves and wood-smoke and Charmaine’s lentil hotpot.


  ‘Hi, Mum.’


  ‘How’s the weather down there?’


  ‘You know. Chilly.’


  ‘Mm. I miss Melbourne in autumn. It’s twenty-four degrees in Brisbane – a never-ending summer. You should come and visit.’


  ‘No way. It’s your turn to come here. You promised! You haven’t been back to Melbourne in over a year.’


  ‘Oh, B. I don’t know.’ She suddenly giggled. ‘I got the invitation you sent. For the Reunion Ball.’


  ‘Are you coming?’


  ‘It sounds silly. Is your dad going?’


  ‘Would it matter if he was?’


  ‘Well, it’s just … I don’t want to … If he wants to go, he should.’ See, that was the thing. If Mum didn’t have feelings for Dad anymore, why would she be so worried about seeing him?


  ‘He said he wasn’t,’ I half-lied. Well he had said he wasn’t going to go. It was just that after seeing India’s mum he seemed to be on the verge of changing his mind. I didn’t think it was a good idea to mention that to Mum though. I cheered up, remembering the Lovers card, and the other one, the union of opposites card. The question in my head during India’s reading had been crystal clear: Will my mother and father get back together? Those cards had said yes. I was sure of it, as sure as I was that the earth had shaken under my feet.


  ‘There are some people I’d like to see,’ Mum mused to herself. ‘Or one person. I wonder if …’


  If I could just get Mum to Melbourne. That was the first step. I was sure if she and Dad and me hung out, like families do, Mum would see that we all belonged together, and we could move back to our little house in the mountains. ‘What’s their name? This friend? I can ask Ms Armstrong if they RSVPed.’


  ‘Swoosie,’ Mum said, and laughed.


  ‘Swoosie? Who’s Swoosie?’


  Mum’s giggles died away. ‘Oh, no one. Don’t ask Ms Armstrong. I’ll think about the reunion, Poppy. I can’t say better than that at the moment. I’m really getting lost in my work at the moment. I’ve got a big exhibition in August. I’m not sure if I can afford to take a break right now. Okay?’


  Dad rode with me to detention. I think he was afraid I’d disappear off into the wilds of the Merri Creek parklands without an official escort. Or maybe he was genuinely bummed about losing his Saturday market buddy. He is lonely, I thought. Which just proved that he needed Mum. I couldn’t always be there for him.


  ‘I can’t believe you have a detention for practising the dark arts during assembly,’ Dad called to me as we rode. ‘I thought you didn’t believe in anything.’


  ‘Who says?’


  ‘You did, when you were five. You followed me around the garden listing all the things you didn’t believe in, including magic, the Easter Bunny, Santa Claus, the tooth fairy, ghosts …’


  ‘What else was on the list?’ I asked.


  ‘Organised religion. Seahorses.’


  ‘Ha!’


  We arrived at school. I got off my bike. Dad rode round me in a slow circle. ‘Head down, bum up,’ he said. ‘Don’t muck around, Poppy.’


  With that he rode off, around to the front of the school, whistling far too cheerfully.


  ‘I love you too, Dad,’ I muttered.


  I chained up my bike in the bike shed and hurried inside to find India.


  THINGS I DON’T BELIEVE IN:


  The Easter Bunny


  Santa Claus


  The tooth fairy


  Organised religion


  Organised sport


  Anti-pimple cream


  That these are the best years of my life


  THINGS I DO BELIEVE IN:


  That there is some greater power at work in the universe (God? Karma? The Celestial Seahorse?)


  Love


  That my mum and dad belong together


  That India can see the future


  There were a couple of boys lolling around on the stairs. Usually I had no problem with boys, though they were definitely easier to manage one-on-one. Once they paired up, they were more likely to give me a hard time. One of them patted the step next to him, inviting me to sit down. I decided not to chance it. India would be there soon. Safety in numbers.


  I walked around the walls instead, looking at all the photographs of past students. There was a hilariously clear imbalance. There were class photos of every graduating year since the school opened, starting with the frowning, dour teenagers in the 1910s. But for 1989 there was an explosion of pictures – every sports team, every music group and dance committee, plus random shots, in a massive collage taking up most of one wall. This was Ms Armstrong’s graduating year, of course, and there she was, in at least half the photos: netball, hockey, water polo and soccer teams, the Winter Formal committee, the Leavers Dinner committee, the student council (Vice Captain, I noticed), the school newspaper, the choir … smile after beaming smile.


  India strolled in. I don’t know why, but I expected her to come straight over and stand with me. I mean we were in this together, right? I turned back to the photos, waiting for her, so I could show her the ludicrous ones of Nicole Armstrong in her heyday. The best years of her life. But India blatantly ignored me and stood with the two boys. She muttered something to them and they all burst out laughing. I glanced over. I was sure they were talking about me.


  I turned back to the photos. I’d spotted my parents already: Travis Finn with his softly curling eighties rock mullet, Mandy Goose with her gravity-defying fringe, her too-short skirt, her layered socks (neon blue underneath, white on top) and her blue mascara. But wait a sec. I looked at the Winter Formal committee photo. There they were again – Mandy and Travis. Travis was looking directly at the camera. Mandy was leaning in to whisper something in another girl’s ear, her eyes dancing with mischief. That was strange – until she went to Art School, Mum hadn’t really had any friends. Just Dad and me. It was only after she started studying that she began inviting people home, and wanting Dad to go out to pubs and exhibition openings and parties. Neither of them had kept up with their high-school friends.


  Even stranger though, the girl in the photo was looking at Trav. How funny! And I mean she was looking at him. I’d seen girls look at boys like that before. I’d looked at boys like that before, willing them to meet my eyes, and then not being able to bear it if they did. There was something spookily familiar about this girl … I stepped closer and read the names underneath. Sarah Williams! India’s mother!


  Strong-Arm seemed more deranged than normal as she descended the attic stairs. Let it roll? Let what roll? India and I stared at each other, alone again. She narrowed her eyes at me, as if she was about to start another argument. I thought of the picture of my mum, Mandy, whispering intimately in Sarah’s ear. Suddenly, inexplicably, my eyes filled with tears.


  I scrounged around in a box.


  ‘My mum would say we should have some kind of system, instead of just diving in randomly,’ India said gloomily. ‘My mum loves a system.’ Then she peered closer. ‘Hey, are you okay?’


  ‘It’s just the dust. Stupid allergies.’


  ‘Are you sure?’ India inquired. ‘You didn’t have allergies the other day.’


  ‘I’m fine.’ By the time I’d dug to the bottom of the box (mostly soggy old school magazines and discarded library books) I’d got myself under control. What was happening to me? I don’t cry. I turned to India. She was rummaging busily in the back of the room. ‘Hang on, close your eyes,’ she said.


  I was instantly suspicious. ‘Why?’


  ‘Just do it. Please. Are they closed?’


  She sounded so … eager. I couldn’t help but close them.


  I heard more scuffling sounds. ‘You can open them now. Tada!’


  She was wearing a yellow wig (it had probably once been blonde) and a fluoro lycra dress, and stuffed down her top were enormous fake bazoonkas. She held cheerleading pom-poms. I stared at her. She shook the pom-poms over her head, plastered on a fake smile and shouted ‘Gooo-oooo sports team!’ She could not have looked less like India. She was more like a demented Ms Armstrong. Bubbles of laughter burst out of me.


  ‘What else is there?’ I asked.


  Together we rummaged through boxes, trying on and discarding costume after costume, unearthing dubious treasures. We awarded each other trophies; we read out terrible poetry from school magazines (Dad was right, teen angst dated back to at least 1973); we chucked around some old maths exams.


  We separated, hunting out more riches. It was India who struck gold. ‘Hey, check this out!’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Letters. Look. They’re all addressed to the same girl. Do you think it would be bad karma to read them?’


  ‘Where did they come from?’


  ‘A box way back there.’


  ‘Way back?’


  India nodded. ‘Way, way back. Buried underneath all sorts of stuff.’


  ‘So they’ve been here for a while, right? Ages and ages. Years. Forgotten.’


  ‘Oh, definitely. I mean if…’ India glanced at one of the letters, ‘Swoosie … didn’t want her letters read she’d have burnt them, right? Or she’d have thrown them away.’


  ‘Swoosie? That’s weird. My mum knew a Swoosie here.’


  ‘Your mum went to this school?’


  ‘Yep. So did my dad.’


  ‘My mum went here too,’ India said.


  ‘I know. I saw you in Strong-Arm’s office collecting an invitation.’


  ‘Oh, yeah, that’s right.’ I was pretty sure she didn’t have any recollection of seeing me there at all. She’s kind of vague like that. ‘Huh, that’s odd,’ India said, flipping one of the pages over. ‘All the letters are signed by Swoosie too. They’re to Swoosie and from Swoosie.’


  ‘She was writing letters to herself?’


  ‘I don’t think so. There’s different handwriting … See?’


  ‘So there’re two Swoosies?’


  ‘Doesn’t seem very likely. Maybe Swoosie is a codeword. Or a nickname. Ha! Check this out. Knickers! That’s what my mum used to call Nicole Armstrong. They’re writing about her spiral perm. Apparently it stuck out sideways.’


  ‘Let me look.’ I peered over her shoulder as she leafed through them. ‘Wait, give that one to me.’ I read aloud. ‘If Terra Fabula doesn’t ask you to the Winter Formal I’ll die!’


  ‘Terra Fabula?’ repeated India. ‘That’s Latin. It means land of fantasies.’


  ‘You speak Latin?’


  India shrugged modestly. ‘I read a lot. I pick up a little here, a little there.’


  ‘Wait! Look at the initials. See how they’re etched in really dark? Maybe it’s not Latin. Maybe it’s a code, like you said.’


  ‘Oh yeah. Yeah, you’re probably right. Some boy’s name perhaps.’ India didn’t sound very interested. But that was because she didn’t know what I knew.


  ‘Okay. Sit down.’ I commanded. ‘Because I know everything. And this is going to break your brain.’


  India seemed to take my word for it. She sat down, cross-legged on the floor, looking up at me.


  ‘Terra Fabula is my dad, right? Travis Finn. T.F.’


  ‘Yeah? Oka-a-ay.’


  ‘And Swoosie … Okay, hold onto your socks. That means Swoosie is my mum …’


  ‘No. Are you kidding?’


  ‘…and your mum.’


  ‘No way!’


  ‘Yes.’ I nodded feverishly. ‘Way.’


  ‘How can it be?’


  ‘Downstairs in the photos,’ I gabbled. ‘Our mums are sitting next to each other, they’re friends! Maybe even best friends.’


  ‘My mum? Are you sure?’


  ‘You said your mum called Nicole Armstrong “Knickers”. And that’s right here, in the letters. My mum said on the phone last night that she knew a Swoosie. How would she know her if she’s a code word? My dad’s in them too. The Winter Formal – both our mums were on the committee.’


  ‘It’s still a huge leap, isn’t it? I mean, what does Swoosie mean? Unless …’ ‘What?’


  ‘What was your Mum’s name?’


  ‘Amanda. Mandy.’


  India mulled it over. ‘I can see where the S.W. bit comes from. They’re Mum’s initials. But …’


  ‘Goose!’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘Mandy Goose.’


  ‘Swoosie. S.W. and Goose. Swoosie …’ India yelped and covered her mouth. ‘By the goddess! I did this. We did this.’


  ‘What did we do?’


  ‘We completed the circle. This is Fate; this is Destiny. Don’t you see? We have a responsibility to read these letters. There’s a message here. Swoosie needs us. She called – India! Poppy! – and we answered her call, don’t you get it? Why else would you have come to me for a tarot reading, when you don’t even like me?’


  ‘Who said I don’t like you?’


  ‘Well …you said I don’t care about people, and that I just want people to think I’m clever and interesting.’


  ‘Oh, yeah. I was just being a cow. It doesn’t mean I don’t like you.’


  India stared at me. ‘I’ve been mad with you for getting the cards confiscated. But I see now. That had to happen too. It’s all connected.’ India glanced, panicked, around the attic. ‘I want to read the letters. I really do. But if we don’t clean up the attic, Knickers won’t give the cards back.’


  ‘Come on. Let’s do the quickest, dodgiest clean-up job ever, so we can read the letters and still look as though we’re making progress if Knickers springs us.’


  It was amazing how much cleaning we could get done in half an hour with a bit of motivation. The whole time I was bagging things up for the rubbish and labelling boxes of stuff that seemed worth keeping, my mind was in a swirl. What was Swoosie trying to say to us from the past? It was as if – this was something India would say – it was as if Mandy Goose and Sarah Williams had stepped right out of that photo downstairs, and were in the attic with us, ready to deal out the best gossip ever.


  At last we settled down side-by-side, the letters in a pile between us.


  ‘This first one is from my mum, from Sarah,’ said India. ‘That’s her handwriting. Cramped and small. She was repressed even back then.’


  ‘And this is my mum’s, I guess.’ I frowned at it. ‘Though her writing is more grown up now. This looks so adolescent. But yeah, I can sort of still see her letters in those squiggles. Yeah, it’s definitely Mandy.’


  India nodded. We began to read.
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  Dear Swoosie,


  I was thinking about what you said all the way home. Of course I trust you!!!! I can’t believe you need to ask. It’s just that after all this time, I’d almost given up hope that I would find anybody special. I’m so scared that talking about it, even thinking about it, will jinx it and it (he!!) will slip away before anything has a chance to happen. So please forgive me for not wanting to talk about it out loud. (Because you never know who might be listening!) But I know I CAN trust you not to tell anyone. So yes, it’s true, (here goes, deep breath):


  I think I might be in love!!


  But you already guessed that.


  Love,


  Swoosie
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  Dear Swoosie,


  I can’t believe you would give me THAT note and then run away to History and leave me stranded in English.


  Who do you love????????????????!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


  By the way, I love exclamation marks!!!!


  They make your eyes go boing! boing! boing!


  By the way, here are all the things that are happening in English!


  1. Knickers’s hair (it’s a happening thing).


  2. Mr Ling’s eyebrows. (Do you think they detach in the middle of the night and crawl around on the ceiling? Do you think Mrs Ling and all the little Lings lie in bed and listen to them - scuttle scuttle scuttle?) EEK!


  3. Shaun Bester breathes with his mouth open. Gross. Erk, dribble!


  4. We are meant to be studying self and social identity. But all I can think about is who who who who who????


  Better go, Mr Ling’s eyebrows are heading this way. I know, because I saw Knickers’s hair dancing in their breeze.


  And (by the way) just for you:


  !!!!!!!!


  Love Swoosie


  p.s. Ooh, Knickers just gave me the filthiest look. Do you think she can read minds??


  Dear Swoosie,


  You know Knickers doesn’t hate you. She’s just thingy because she doesn’t understand that I can only have one best friend, and that best friend’s name is Swoosie!


  What if Knickers’s hair and Mr Ling’s eyebrows had love-children? Sideways spiral perm + caterpillar eyebrows = spiral caterpillars!!??


  I’ll tell you who I do NOT love and that is Shaun Bester. Gross me out.


  The One I Love has bewdiful eyebrows.


  That is a clue.


  Love, Swoosie
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  Dear Swoosie


  Andrew K smells like pickles and is a male chauvinist turd, but he has got lovely eyebrows.


  Owen S is studly, but bordering on monobrow.


  Carl U is yummy, like a bag of Columbines. (Mmm Columbines.) Eyebrows pale. Too pale?


  I’m freaking all the boys out by staring at their eyebrows.


  I swear Owen S was about to ask me to the Winter Formal until I suggested he try plucking.


  Come on, you know you can tell me.


  I would never tell any Swoosie secrets.


  And you know I would never ever make fun of you. Even if it is Andrew K. (Please don’t let it be Andrew K.)


  Love Swoosie Caramel Delicious
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  Dearest Swoosalicious,


  NOT Andrew K!!!! (though his eyebrows are not bad, I must admit, having not inspected them before on account of the chauvinist turdishness)


  The Favourite of my heart Tastes Fruity (how would I know??) and Takes French (true - another clue!). He is Truly Fabulous and Terribly Fervent, Tall and Fragile (broke a leg in Year 8, do you remember??), Tends to Fat (just joshing!). He is Tuneful and Free, Talks Flirtatiously, Tells Fibs and lives in the wondrous land of Terra Fabula where Tender Fantasies come true.


  If he ever saw this I would DIE!!


  DESTROY THIS AFTER READING!!!


  Love from Swoosie Swoose
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  Bonjour Swoosie!


  Ju suis un petite poisson bleu! (Okay, that’s my one French phrase. In German I can say ‘Ich schlage dich kaputt’ which is more useful, but perhaps not so friendly, especially if you are a blue fish. Or a fish blue.)


  TF? Do you know how long it took me to work that out? I am such a ninny nonny airhead. He’s sweet! Totally not what I expected! Is he good enough for you? What do his parents do for a living? Does he have good prospects? What are his intentions? More importantly, what are your intentions? Are you going to flirt with him? Does he have a girlfriend? So many questions!


  Question marks are curly and make your eyebrows turn upside down.


  Do you want me to suss him out for you? You know, in a totally subtle way of course. Only 6 weeks till the Winter Formal. It would be so beautiful if you two went together. Hmm, if you go with Trav Terra Fabula, who should I go with? Does he have a friend?


  Ha! But seriously, I think I will be a Lone Wolf at the Formal, or a petite poisson bleu. Boys are not for me. After what happened at Paul’s party, I’m swearing off the male of the species (and off cask wine too, or deathbag). I will live off your romantic exploits from now on, and my heart will be a closed book. I still want to have a baby though (a girl please). I’ll have to seduce someone and have a one-night stand. Love them and leave them. Not for ages though. Not till I’m at least twenty-three.


  After I’ve travelled the world with you. Lover boy can come too, he can Translate French for us. I’ll handle German. You can do the Latin; that will be very useful in Latinania. We will just have to point and smile in every other country.


  Yours truly,


  Swoosie the (reformed) Floosie (except for one night when she wants to make a baby)


  P.S. Can I stay at your place this weekend? I need to study for the prac exams and you know what it’s like at my place. Actually, it’s kind of getting worse.
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  Dear Swoosie,


  Oh no. Is it really getting worse? I know you don’t like to talk about it at school but.. you know if you feel like talking, I’m always here. DER, of course you can stay!! You can stay every weekend if you want to!! Mum and Dad wouldn’t care if you moved in permanently.. You know they love you! Good practice for when we share a house after we’ve travelled the world (with Terra Fabula and someone for you. A Latin lover - I can translate for you, ha ha!)


  It’s going to be sooo good. I can’t wait to see Venice and Vienna and India. I’m dying for India... I don’t think I’ll want to settle down straight away. But someday I will have a girl baby too; I think I might call her Amanda (If that’s OK with you!!) P’raps not Swoosie. Swoosie might be a liability in everyday life.


  Certainly we will need a reliable translator if that is the extent of your French. But I trust you with germy German. What does ich schlage dich kaputt mean?? It sounds Extremely Rude.


  Tutti Frutti is sooo sweet. Did you know he’s musical too, someone said he’s in a band?? But I don’t know who with or what he plays or anything. You know how I am so PATHETIC at talking to boys, when I’m near TF I break out in a cold sweat and tingles whoosh all down my spine and my voice chokes up. Which makes communication SLIGHTLY difficult.


  Actually- could I ask a humungous favour?? You know how you’re not a total wussbag like me? Could you just, you know, discreetly ask around and find out what TF likes, what music he’s into, all that stuff? So I have some conversational ammunition? I would love you forever!!


  But you know I will love you forever anyway so that is possibly not much inducement. But hey, I am naming my first-born child after you! Even if he’s a boy! (Isn’t that actor from The Princess Bride called Mandy??)


  Please please pretty please,


  Love from your loving, grovelling


  Swoosie xxxx


  [image: 9781743432754txt_0066_001]


  Dear Swoosie,


  Ooooh! I’ve always thought that if I had a daughter I’d name her after you! Her middle name will be September, and I’m going to change my surname too, as soon as I’m eighteen. Maybe Rain. Sarah September Rain. Maybe I’ll change my first name too, to Swoosie by deed poll. Or Eve, what do you think about Eve? Evening Rain?? Too much?


  I guess Terra Fabula gets to have some say in your daughter’s name though, since she will be Amanda Fabula. I can’t believe there’s a boy called Mandy. But I guess it does have MAN in it. Huh. My parents named me after A Man, that’d be right. Well, Mum always said she never wanted a girl. (Gee, thanks for sharing that, Mum.)


  Ich schlage dich kaputt means, according to my German book, ‘I’ll bash the living daylights out of you.’ So you can see how that might come in handy. I mutter it under my breath every morning at breakfast, especially at my boofhead brothers. I told Wayne it means ‘I need to replace my tampon’. Ha ha ha.


  Ooh, wait right there. Don’t go anywhere. Are you waiting? Okay, hang on. Still waiting? Ha ha, just checking. All right, I’m really going now. Just whistle to yourself, or twiddle your thumbs, or pick your nose or something. Oh crap, here’s Mr Rogers. (Do you know how hard it is writing a letter in Drama when we’re supposed to be doing improv?) Okay, Roger the Dodger is gone. But remember who else is in my Drama class?!?!?! The Tenuous Fibula himself.


  Okay, told you I’d be back. Mission accomplished. 1. He is in a band. They’re experimenting with a new style. The Blues Brothers meets the Beastie Boys. They’ve had two rehearsals so far. He plays bass guitar. They haven’t decided on a name yet. They’re tossing up between Satanic Lovechild and Ice Tiger. I suggested Cactus Flower. He said he’d think about it.


  2. His favourite music genre is Rhythm and Blues. He likes oldies, like Ray Charles, BB King, Muddy Waters. But he also likes The Fine Young Cannibals, Elvis Costello, R.E.M. And (yay!) the B-52s.


  3. He’s a Marxist.


  4. His favourite movie is The Lost Boys. (Want to rent it this weekend?)


  5. He doesn’t have a girlfriend.


  I mentioned your name three times. The seed is sown. Now for sun, water, and the sweet sweet rains of lurve.


  Lurve,


  Swoosiexxxx
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  Dear Swoosie,


  It happened!!!At last!!! HE SPOKE TO ME!!!


  I’m still shaking!


  Time: just before English (About 10 minutes ago!) We are supposed to be writing a scene from a play so I will. Cross fingers Mrs Maher doesn’t pick me to read out. But she never does.)


  SETTING: courtyard outside Room 24 (where Jenny Malone and Knickers and I have English) and Room 25 (where HE and Shaun and Carl etc have Maths for Geniuses (Genii?)).


  JM: Hello, boys! (flirty flirty hair twirling & eyelash batting, fans self with clipboard)


  SHAUN: What have you got there, Jen? (Cue sniggers from the other boys - not TF, I noticed! He is not a sniggerer.)


  JM: I’m glad you asked, Shaun! I’m actually looking for some volunteers for the Winter Formal committee, would any of you boys be interested?


  SHAUN: I’m afraid I wouldn’t dare call my masculinity into question by helping to organise a formal, Jennifer. (Only he didn’t put it in exactly those words…)


  JM: We don’t have any boys on the committee. We need a male voice. You can’t complain about the girls taking over if none of you volunteer. How about you, Carl?


  CARL: (backs away hastily) No thanks.


  TF: Jen’s got a point.


  ME (very bravely): The oppressed masses have to rise up and defend their rights. (Are you impressed with the subtle way I snuck a Marxist reference in there??)


  JM, KNICKERS, SHAUN, CARL, everyone else within listening distance: Huh?


  TF: You’re absolutely right, Sarah.


  (!!!! Shock, horror! I almost faint, try not to blush, drop my pencil case. When I straighten up, TF is signing JM’s clipboard! Then he looks RIGHT AT ME)


  TF: You should sign up, too. You and Mandy. (!)


  SO …. To cut a long story short, I’ve signed us both up for the Winter Formal committee. I mean, I had to seize the moment, right?


  I can’t believe he actually ASKED me to join the committee WITH HIM. That has to mean something, doesn’t it? Especially when all the other guys wouldn’t go anywhere near it. It must have been the Marxist reference that did the trick. THANK YOU a million trillion times! I love you forever!


  Your grateful, trembling, optimistic, delirious Swoosie xxx


  PS First Winter Formal meeting is tomorrow lunchtime.


  PPS Kickers is spying over my shoulder. Hate it when she does that.
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  WHAT?????


  Geez, I’m a good friend.


  If Terra Fabula doesn’t ask you to the Winter Formal, I’ll die.


  Swoosie
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  Dear Swoos,


  Thank you!!! for saving me today. I am such a hopeless case. I can’t believe Ticklish Feet came and sat right next to us and I absolutely dried up. If you hadn’t jumped in and saved the day I would have felt like a complete goose. (No offence to Swoosie Gooses who can’t help being gooses.)


  WHY can’t I speak? I did all that homework, listened to Elvis Costello and R.E.M.. We watched The Lost Boys and I STILL couldn’t think of anything to say. You are so much better at this stuff than I am! Everyone says, just be yourself, but what if yourselfis boring? What if you’re not quite sure who yourselfis? The person I am when I’m talking to you is so different from the tongue-tied moron I become whenever Touchy-Feely appears.


  Now, Swoosie, I need you to be completely honest with me. Promise? Do you really think there is any chance of touching and feeling taking place between me and TF? Part of me knows this is a dumb question, because if he wasn’t interested, he wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble to make sure I joined the committee AND sat next to me, would he???


  Am I being ridiculous? It’s just that I am so unconfident on account of, you know, not having a boyfriend all this time. I can’t believe that anyone would actually like me. Anyone with an XY chromosome, that is. I’m not actually hideous to look at, am I?


  Aaargh. Love is torture!!! Why does anyone bother??!!!


  Swoosie Swoon xxxxx
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  Dear Swoosie,


  If Trauma Factory can’t see how beautiful you are on the inside, then he doesn’t deserve you. As you know I’ve had seven boyfriends... Well, eight if you count Graham Kelly in Grade Six (and considering we never actually broke it off before we went to separate high schools, we may still be going out with each other). Oh, nine if you count Lars, but please, let’s not. You always said I could never count on Lars for anything anyway. Ha ha. The point is, I’ve had eightish boyfriends (three of them serious) on account of being pathetic, semi-addicted to kissing and afraid of being alone with my own thoughts... and I still don’t “get” boys. Why wouldn’t he see the wonderful, clever, funny, sweet Swoosie I see? Of course there will be Touching AND Feeling. But you might have to close the gap. Just a little. Stop sitting there with your arms wrapped around yourself staring a hole into the floor. Make eye contact. Smile once in a while. He’ll love you, I promise - if you let him.


  How about, next time you see him, instead of talking about him and what he’s interested in, talk about YOU and what you’re interested in? Music you like, your favourite films...


  Oh! Brain flash!


  Why don’t you ask him if he wants to come and see Jean de Florette at the Valhalla on Sunday afternoon? It’s a) Totally French, b) a movie so you don’t have to talk till after and then you’ve got something in common to talk about, and c) I’ll be there for moral support. Come on. I’ll ask him if you don’t! And I can always discretely (discreetly? I know one means sneakily and the other means separate and distinct. I will be both sneaky and not an amorphous blob) disappear halfway through the movie and leave you two aloooone. For the Touching and the Feeling.


  Love Swoosie, long term girlfriend of Graham Kelly


  p.s. I’m going to post this in your locker first thing. If you read this before I see you, then don’t ask about the bruise on my cheek till we’re alone, okay? (Don’t panic, it looks worse than it is. But I might sleep a couple of nights at your place, if your mum says yes.)
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  Oh Swoosie, are you all right? I will panic till I see you with my own eyes. Are you SURE you’re okay?


  Mum will say yes. But she might want to know why, if it’s not a weekend. I’ll have to tell her something. Do you think - this is just an idea -maybe I could TELL her? I won’t, though, if you don’t want me to. I’m just saying, we might have to think up a cover story, otherwise.


  Meanwhile, Jean de Florette: you are a genius. Only I feel sick at the thought of asking him! A million butterflies doing aerobics in my tummy. Will you come with me? Then if I chicken out you can nudge me along. I just know if I confront him by myself I will dry up again. Maybe I should write him a note???? No, it has to be face to face, doesn’t it? See, I am learning some wisdom at the feet of the Love Guru (that’s you, Swoos). How about at lunchtime?


  All my love, Swoos


  PS I have some spot-concealer in my bag if you need it.
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  Hi Swoo


  Sorry we didn’t get a chance to talk properly, but of course we were distracted by Bigger Things! But don’t worry about me, I’m fine. Only 6 months till school’s over and then I can get a job and MOVE OUT. Please please please don’t tell your mum, it was really just stupid Wayne and Darren mucking around. You know what they’re like when they’ve had a few beers. Remember when I went to that counsellor? It just made everything worse. Can we just tell your Mum we’re doing a joint project? And we sort of are. Times-tabling Factors. Treating Footlice. Tickling Fish (Ooh, that sounds rude!)


  Anyway, I’m sick of my stuff. Your stuff is much more interesting! What are you going to wear on Sunday? Want to borrow my leopard print skirt? And let’s go down High Street this arvo and get you some blue mascara, that brown stuff you wear is hardly noticeable and blue will really bring out your bewdiful eyes. And some lipstick. And maybe some fishnets, to go with the skirt! Hey maybe you should dye some streaks of colour in your hair, something really wild like Cyndi Lauper?


  Did you hear how quickly after I asked him to the movie (you dummy, I can’t believe you nearly vomited!), he said to you, ‘How about you, Sarah? Are you coming too?’ Searchingly, with his gentle brown eyes. He wants you! And he looked really genuinely worried about my bruise too. H’s a sweetie. You two will be so good together.


  From Swoosily
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  Dear Swoosie,


  I AM SO SORRY!!! After you went to so much trouble lending me the skirt and doing my face and everything. And it had been going so well, too! Conversation was flowing, he laughed at my Gerard Depardieu impersonation. He looked GORGEOUS in that skinny tie!! You must think I am the biggest deadwit ever to walk the earth. I’m too embarrassed to face you, that’s why I’m putting this in your letterbox. (Your front wall is not comfortable, by the way. I think I’m safely hidden behind the camellia bush. No signs of life at your place - all quiet on the Goostern Front.)


  So what happened, I can hear you ask? The simple truth is, once we got in there, in the dark, I panicked. I nearly passed out! Did you see me put my head between my knees about half an hour in? Maybe you couldn’t see past Theoretical Frog (he seems taller up close). Anyway, I had my head down, deep breathing, and Theoretical Frog leans over and whispers, ‘Are you all right, Sarah?’ I could feel his breath on my cheek... If I hadn’t been so nauseous, I would have treasured that moment!!


  BUT because I am a CRETIN, I gasped, ‘Yes, I’m fine, I just need to go to the bathroom.’ And that was when I staggered out. I thought if I got some fresh air I’d be okay. I hung around the foyer for a while and I thought I was fine, in fact I had my hand on the door to go back in when something made me turn on my heel and march out of there. I don’t know what possessed me. The next thing I knew I was halfway down the street! And I knew I couldn’t go back. I’d been away so long already, it would have been too embarrassing.


  I know this is no excuse for abandoning you like that. It must have been so awkward. God knows what TF will think of me. What kind of future will our relationship have if I faint every time I’m near him??? Actually now it’s over I can see the funny side, but it can’t have been too funny for you when the lights came up and you realised I was gone and it was just you and him. I hope (I know) you will have thought up a good cover story.


  Please please forgive me for putting you in such a painful situation. Do you still want to come over tonight? I’ll give back your skirt.


  Lots of love from your apologetic Swoosie xxxx
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  Dear Swoosie,


  We looked for you after the movie. He was very worried about you. We waited around in the cafe next door in case you came back. We both had Vienna coffees (How sophisticated!). Don’t worry, I talked about you the whole time. Well, most of the time. He walked me home, ever the gentleman. It was embarrassing actually, because Mum and Wayne were out on the front lawn having an enormous barney. It looked like Mum had thrown half Wayne’s clothes on the lawn. I hardly said goodbye, I just ducked up the side, trying to look like I was going into the Wolski’s house next door.


  I felt so sad after. I was so sure that it would be the two of you going off for Vienna coffees, and then he’d walk you home, holding your hand, and your mum would invite him in for pikelets or a roast dinner.


  Swoops, don’t take this the wrong way (you know I love you) but...


  are you sure he’s the one for you?


  You looked beautiful in my skirt by the way. Keep it.


  Love Swoosie x
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  Dear Swoosie,


  I have a plan!! Maybe we should double date to the Winter Formal! Isn’t he best friends with Owen? You like Owen, don’t you? Am I a genius or what???


  Love, Swoosie


  PS Thank you for the skirt. I love it. It makes me feel like a groovy singer in a video clip. Madonna, eat your heart out! Ha ha!


  Dear Swoosie,


  Actually, I wasn’t planning on going to the Winter Formal.


  You and Terra Fabula don’t need me and Owen hanging around. Just ASK him.


  luv Swoosie
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  Dear Swoosie,


  TF and I are going to the Winter Formal.


  I still can’t believe it. I asked him.!


  I didn’t give myself time to think about it. I saw him at his locker and I just ran up and blurted it out. He looked surprised; I guess with my record, it was pretty surprising (!) He said, ‘Okay...’ slowly, like it was still sinking in. Then he asked if you were going, too. I said you’d decided not to. He said, ‘Sarah...’ Then he looked into my eyes, as if he wanted to say all kinds of things, but he couldn’t find the words. Boy, I know exactly how THAT feels. So I just smiled and said, ‘It’s okay. I’m so glad. Thank you,’ and then I slipped away.


  I think we understand each other without words - a bit like you and me, Swoos.


  Now all I can think about is, what will I wear???? I wish you would change your mind and come, too. It won’t be any fun without you. And you ARE on the committee. Jenny Malone will never forgive you!! (like you care)


  I still can’t believe it. Oh, I already said that. It’s weird, I just feel kind of… numb. I guess the bliss will kick in later.


  Are you proud of me?


  Love forever, Swoosie
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  Dear My Swoosie,


  You know how you saw me reading your letter and asked why I looked like I was about to cry? Sook, sook. I was just feeling teary with joy for you.


  I am proud of you. I am so glad he woke up and smelt the smooth flowing strawberry centres and said yes. I really am. So happy. He’s lucky to have you - you have the most gorgeous soul in the world. Not like my ugly twisted thing.


  Maybe I will ask Owen after all. I didn’t want to cramp your style... you know, because of the way that when I’m around you seem to freeze up, and it ends up throwing Terra Fabula and I together which was getting a bit... strange... But surely now you’re actually going to the Formal with him, you’ll be okay... right? What more proof do you need? Obviously he wants you. Yay.


  Love, Your Swoosie.
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  Dear Swoosie,


  Come shopping with me tonight after school? I need a new dress. New shoes. New everything!!! Maybe even new hair? Do you think I should get a perm? Or some highlights? I feel like I’m becoming a whole new person. Let’s get makeovers at Myers!


  You should absolutely ask Owen. He’s quite sweet really, apart from the monobrow. Nothing a pair of good tweezers won’t fix. He must be all right or Terra Fabula wouldn’t be mates with him.


  Love, Swoosie


  PS Your soul is far from twisted; it’s completely beautiful. You’re the best friend anyone could have. Without you, I’d be NOWHERE. (Certainly not about to embark on my voyage to the Land of Dreams!)


  More love,


  Swoos xxx
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  Dearest Swoosie,


  Don’t look so depressed. (I can still see you from all the way over here in purgatory. I am sending you telepathic messages right now... turn around... tuuuurn arooouuuuund. There, see, it worked!! We are so connected. Lindon might be able to make us move desks but he will never come between us.) I think it’s GREAT that your mum wants to make you a dress and that she wants to take us shopping for fabric. It was really sweet of her to offer to make one for me too. I know you were hoping she’d just give you money for a dress, but we can choose some really gorgeous fabric and our own patterns, it will be much better than just buying a dress. You’re lucky to have a mum who wants to do this stuff with you!


  Oh, and to answer your question from before, no, I haven’t asked Owen yet. Maybe I’ll just go on my own. I just can’t really feel anything much for anyone right now. Isn’t that UNLIKE ME? Maybe I’ll become a nun. Do you think it’s compulsory to believe in God to be a nun? Perhaps I’ll just be a batty old spinster and live alone with a dog and paint. Until I have my illegitimate baby.


  Love, Sister Swoosie
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  Dear Swoosie,


  Still can’t decide between the purple taffeta and the rusty-orangey leaf-pattern fake satin. And should I ask TF if he wants a matching tie? Too late for Mum to make a waistcoat but she could easily run up a tie. But then I’ll have to tell him what I’m wearing and isn’t it supposed to be a surprise? Then the big question: sleeves or no sleeves?? You’re so lucky - you know exactly what suits you. I luuuurve the pattern you chose, you will look like a goddess. I’m so glad you decided to come after all.


  Do you want to stay over at our place afterwards? Then we can debrief and have deep-and-meaningfuls all night.


  Only six more sleeps!! TF still hasn’t told me if we’re going out first or he’s picking me up or what. I guess I’m going to have to ask him. Sigh. Boys are so hopeless at these things, aren’t they?


  Leaning Swoosily towards purple‐
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  Dear Swoosie


  The purple was intense. It would look amazing on you. Maybe if you picked that pattern with the ruffle on the right shoulder and the fabric flower on the left hip, you could use a contrasting colour, like black? Black and purple look really chic. And then Terra Fabula could wear a purple cummerbund. Want me to subtly drop what colour you’re wearing when I see him in Drama?


  So you think the black and white polka dots will work on me? The strapless dress with the wide black sash? I love the layer of tulle, like a ballerina. I think I’ll get long black gloves too, and lace stockings. And we might need something warm over - do you think they do a Winter Formal deliberately, so we don’t expose too much skin??


  Oh despite myself I’m getting excited. Maybe there will be a secret boy at school who I’ve never noticed waiting in the wings.


  Love Swoosie
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  Dear Swoosie,


  Two more sleeps! Mum says you’d better come over tonight so she can finish pinning you. I think she is nearly as excited as we are, I might have to forcibly restrain her from coming too. Actually, I think she’s just excited about a boy asking me out, she wouldn’t care if it was jelly wrestling. Couldn’t bring myself to admit that I popped the question to Terra Fabula instead of the other way round. But it doesn’t matter. He would have asked me eventually. I just couldn’t stand the suspense!


  Did you get the gloves?


  I have a secret feeling this is going to be a night that we’ll look back on for the rest of our lives. When we’re old and grey and in a nursing home, our daughters will come to visit us and we’ll say, ‘Remember the Winter Formal?’ Sigh!


  Impatiently yours,


  Swoosie-swooz
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  Dear Swoosie,


  Hello, my wintry love.


  Too bad you had to miss the last Winter Formal meeting.


  After the meeting I had a very very very odd conversation with the love of your life. Well, first we had a normal conversation, which is actually the first time we’ve talked to each other properly since the night we went to the movies and you ran off to faint and vomit. Then I asked him about the winter formal and if he was picking you up in a limo (he’s not) and he muttered something all cute and embarrassed about his mum driving you both. Then I said something about how your dad could drive us to the school gym and we could meet him there instead, and he said:


  ‘But you’re not going to the winter formal?’


  And I said: ‘Ya-ha’.


  And he said: ‘Nuh-uh.’


  And I said: ‘Am.’


  And he said: ‘Not.’


  And I said: ‘Are too.’


  And he said: ‘Are not infinity.’


  And then he looked at me funny and said, ‘Isn’t Owen going with Simone?’ and I said, ‘More power to them.’


  And then he looked all worried and said, ‘But I’m going with Sarah.’ And I said, ‘Der.’


  And then he looked at me and looked at me and looked at me and said, ‘Sarah said you weren’t going.’


  And I said, ‘I think we’ve covered that, don’t you?’


  Sarah, are you sure you want to go out with this boy? He seems awfully slow to me.


  Seriously, maybe I won’t go after all. Everyone’s going to be couples. I don’t want to wreck your wonderful, magical night. Would your mother be very disappointed if I didn’t wear the dress? I could wear it some other time. You know, to the library or the exams or something.


  Love ya lots,


  Swoosie
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  Swoosie-pie,


  Are you INSANE???? Of course you have to come!! It would be a crime not to wear that dress! You look DIVINE in it. And Mum would be upset, actually - no pressure though (!). It wouldn’t be the same without you there. If you don’t come, I won’t have anyone to talk to except Knickers. Oh, and Terra Fabula, of course! Don’t let TF put you off. It sounds as if he’s just concerned about you going on your own (as if it matters anyway), which as we know is a sign of his sweet and ThoughtFul nature. Tell you what, you can have a dance with him if you like...


  The only thing that could wreck my wonderful, magical night would be not sharing it with my Swoosie. It would be like, I dunno, you not coming to my wedding, or not being at my 21st or something!


  You are so silly sometimes. Yes, let’s get Dad to drive us, and we’ll meet TF there. It’s so much more romantic to swan up to the door and emerge from the shadows into the glow of the ballroom (or in this case, the gym, but let’s not spoil the atmosphere) than have awkward conversation in the car with his mother, and get our dresses all squished.


  See ya later, alligator!


  Swoosie xxx PS Anyway you have to come so you can DO MY HAIR!!! Ha ha ha!!
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  Dear Swoosie,


  You’re right, I am insane. Okay, I will be your maid of honour. I will tweak your dress and fix your hair and make sure Travis only stands on your good side, and when it comes time for the kissing I will melt into the shadows.


  See you on the other side.


  Now and forever,


  Swoosiexxx
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  Dear Swoosie,


  This is my tenth attempt to write this letter. I am sitting on the swings at the park across the road from my house. It’s getting dark, it’s freezing, but I’ve promised myself I won’t go inside until I’ve finished.


  Sarah, I never meant for this to happen. Please believe me. What I wanted that night was your happiness, even if it meant sacrificing my own. I stepped into the shadows as we waited for Travis on the steps. I wanted to give you space. I watched you two greet each other, both of you shy, and I almost walked away then, slipped off home, except for your mum and the dress and knowing you’d think I had deserted you. Then he looked around, his eyes searching. I stepped into the light and that’s when he saw me. Honestly, Sarah, I tried to harden my heart to him. But that look. I’ve never been looked at like that before. Our eyes locked, just for a moment. And we both knew.


  But I still tried to keep away. It was your night. I watched you two dance together, song after song, but I didn’t dance. You already know that. You kept grinning at me, all pink with excitement and nerves. More than once you pointed at Owen where he was hunched miserably watching Simone dirty dancing with Carl and mouthed, ‘Ask him’. So eventually I did, and Owen and I danced, if you can call swaying to the tune of our shared misery, dancing. Owen watched Simone; I watched you and Travis. I willed him to love you, not me. Even though it was like sticking pins into my own heart.


  Then, oh Sarah, why did you do it? You dragged Travis over. You told us to dance. Together. We fidgeted. Travis offered to get you a drink instead but you weren’t thirsty. I said my shoes were pinching my toes. You whispered to me, ‘Please, for me? We’re running out of things to say.’


  As we walked into the middle of the gym, underneath the disco ball and all the coloured lights, the fast music ended. The piano intro of Groovy Kind of Love began. I hesitated. I glanced back at you. You smiled, encouraged, nodded. Didn’t you care? I thought in a flash: if Travis was mine I’d never let him slow dance with another girl.


  And so we danced, at first not looking at each other. We were there, together but apart, our hands stiff by our sides. I wanted to touch him. I knew that I couldn’t. Then Travis started singing the words to himself, softly at first. His eyes met mine. He kept singing. Sarah, he sang those words to me. I couldn’t help but move towards him. He put his hands on my waist and pulled me closer and kept singing. It was like we were the only people in the room. He smelt sweet and good. He was so warm.


  And then the song ended. I turned to find you, to swallow air, to get away. He grabbed my arm. ‘Mandy,’ he said. ‘Don’t go. Talk to me. Tell me how you feel.’ I said, ‘You’re here with Sarah.’ And he said (oh Sarah), ‘You know it’s not Sarah I want to be with, it’s you.’ His words rang out in the silence between songs. And there you were, standing right where we’d left you. I saw us - me and Travis -reflected in your face. What you’d been refusing to see all this time, you finally saw. You’d been pushing us together all along. Everything I’d done to help you had only been hurting you.


  I told you. I told you I was ugly and twisted inside.


  You sprinted from the room. I heard you howl like a wounded dog. Knickers bolted after you (never one to miss a good drama) she blockaded the toilets. I could hear you weeping, but she wouldn’t let me in.


  Travis walked me home. We sat here actually. On the swings, under a haze of stars. He held my hand while I cried.


  Sarah, I know you’re home when I call.


  Knickers won’t let me talk to you at school. This is the only way I can get through to you.


  I love you and I miss you. You’re my best friend, my soul mate. I am so sorry for everything I’ve done to you. How can I ask you to forgive me when I can’t forgive myself? The thing is I know I should give him up. I know that if I did, maybe we could find a way out of this mess and you and I could be friends again. But I can’t. I can’t. Please don’t ask me to. You’ve so many people in your life to love you. I’ve only ever had you. And now I have Travis.


  Swoosie, I miss you horribly. I hope this isn’t goodbye. I hope we can still be friends.


  All my love, Swoosie
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  I can’t. I can’t do this.


  I wasn’t going to write back to you. But you don’t seem to realise what you’ve done. I can’t believe you had the nerve to ask if we can still be friends.


  This is what it’s like for me: I wake up feeling sick, before I even remember why. I can’t eat. I can’t stop crying. I feel as if my heart has been gouged out with a stick and I’m walking round with a raw bleeding hole inside me.


  If someone had told me you would destroy our friendship this way, I would have laughed in their face. I thought we knew each other better than anyone in the world. I thought we cared about each other. I thought I could trust you.


  Please don’t tell me that I ‘pushed you together.’ If you need to believe that, to soothe your conscience, then fine. But I don’t need to hear it. And we both know it isn’t true. I’m glad you’re sorry. You should be. But it doesn’t make up for what you’ve done. Even if you did ‘give him up,’ which clearly you have no intention of doing, it wouldn’t undo the hurt you’ve inflicted on me. Nothing can.


  And please don’t tell me that you need someone to love. There are six billion people in the world. But you chose him. Deliberately\. Coldly. Knowing exactly how I felt. Eight boyfriends aren’t enough for you; you had to take the only one I’ve ever had?


  See, this is the thing - you never even looked at Travis until I said I liked him. I can’t stop torturing myself. Were you planning this all along? All the time you were encouraging me, telling me how sweet he was, how we were perfect for each other - did you already know what you were going to do? Were you laughing at me all the time? Were you both laughing at me?


  What hurts the most is finding out that you weren’t the person I thought you were.


  Please don’t call me Swoosie. There is no more Swoosie. Surely you know that.


  I think you owe me one thing at least. Please return my letters. Give them to Nicole. Please stop trying to contact me. I don’t want to speak to you. I don’t want to see you.


  I can’t.


  Sarah
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  Dear Sarah.


  Here are your letters but only the Terra Fabula ones. The rest are mine. For keeps.


  I know you’ve given up on all our years of friendship. I haven’t.


  Even if they are only memories now, they’re my memories.


  I thought I’d be crying as I wrote this. But there are no more tears. I’ve cried so much I’m dry.


  I’m finished.


  I’m done.


  Mandy.


  Chapter 7


  – INDIA –


  ‘That’s it,’ said Poppy. ‘That’s the last one.’


  ‘It can’t be!’ I stared at her. ‘It’s too sad. It’s too horrible.’ I searched wildly for another letter, but there were no more.


  ‘That has to be the end.’ Poppy spread her hands. ‘Obviously. No more Swoosie.’


  ‘No more Swoosie …’


  I couldn’t believe Fate had arranged for us to learn this story, and it turned out not to be happy-ever-after. Wasn’t the heroine supposed to kiss the prince, find the treasure and disappear into the sunset? But this time, it was the heroine’s best friend who turned into an evil princess and kissed the prince. They danced away into the sunset, and left the heroine all alone …


  ‘Oh, my god,’ I whispered.


  ‘What?’ demanded Poppy.


  ‘This morning Mum said to me, Trust no one. This is what she was talking about!’ I shook my head. ‘I can’t believe Mandy shafted her like that. Her best friend.’


  ‘Whoa! Hang on, buster. It wasn’t my mum’s fault that my dad wasn’t interested in your mum.’ Poppy riffled through the letters. ‘It’s not like he ever encouraged her. Sarah was too scared to even talk to him! How was he supposed to know she had a crush on him?’


  ‘Are you serious?’ I made a grab for the letters. ‘He must have known! She asked him to the Winter Formal! How could he not know?’


  ‘Oh, please. Boys never know. Did Daniel know you liked him?’


  ‘That’s totally different. Daniel’s shy.’


  ‘So? Travis was shy, too. It says so right here.’


  ‘So, he needed help to see that Sarah liked him. But Mandy stole him away!’


  ‘It wasn’t stealing. TF never belonged to Sarah. Anyway, Mum did keep trying to help her. It clearly just wasn’t meant to be.’


  ‘But Mandy knew that Sarah loved him! She was her best friend! She trusted her.’


  The back of my throat was burning. The whole time we’d been reading the letters, I’d been so envious of the Swoosies’ friendship. I didn’t have anyone like that. I had Daniel, of course. But talking to Daniel was like pouring myself into a black hole; he listened, and he worshipped the ground I walked on and everything, but that meant he always agreed with what I said. The Swoosies argued, they teased each other, they worked out stuff together.


  I hadn’t had a best friend since Bronte Mackinnon went off with Sienna Portelli in Grade 2.


  ‘I guess it’s not your fault your mother was such a bitch,’ I said sadly.


  Poppy’s face flamed almost as red as her hair. ‘And I guess it’s not your fault your mother was such a pathetic loser.’ She snatched up the letters and stuffed them into her bag. She wouldn’t look at me. ‘For your mum it was just some silly crush. But my mum and dad obviously really loved each other, see?’ Her voice broke.


  I gaped at her. For the first time I realised that for Poppy, Mandy was the heroine and Sarah was the second banana. To her, this story was a happy-ever-after. Well, not ever after, obviously. Divorce isn’t really a feature of most fairy tales. Which kind of proved Fate didn’t intend Travis and Mandy to get together in the first place – didn’t it?


  ‘At least you’ve got two parents,’ I said. ‘All I know about my father is his name. Still … maybe it’s better to have no father than a father who’s a two-timing lowlife …’


  ‘Hello? He didn’t know she was alive!’


  ‘An insensitive, two-timing lowlife …’


  ‘All done, girls?’


  Neither of us had heard Knickers’s heels click-clacking up the stairs. She beamed around at the transformed attic. ‘Wonderful! It just shows what you can achieve when you use your energy constructively, doesn’t it?’


  Poppy murmured something under her breath. I thought I caught the word off.


  I said, ‘Yes, Ms Armstrong,’ like a good little Beautification Committee member. ‘Can I have my tarot cards back now?’


  ‘Certainly, India.’ She produced them from her pocket.


  I grabbed them gratefully and tucked them down inside my top, next to my heart, so they could soak up some positive energy. Poppy and Knickers both looked at me sideways, but I didn’t care.


  ‘You’re both free to go,’ said Knickers, suspiciously gleeful. ‘In fact, your mother and your father are waiting downstairs. Catching up on old times …’ She was positively bursting with rosy joy about it. Well, I had to admit, Knickers had always been on Mum’s side at least.


  I shot a horrified glance at Poppy, but she’d already bolted past me and was racing down the stairs. At least we agreed that Travis Lowlife Finn being in the same room with my betrayed mother was definitely not a good idea.


  When we hurtled down the last flight of steps and into the foyer, Mum and Lowlife were standing side by side, staring at the historic photos. Mum was putting on a brave face. You’d never think, to look at her, that she was chatting to the double-crossing rat who’d broken her heart twenty years before. She was acting cheerful, even animated, as she pointed out someone in the photo. ‘My god, the hair!’


  ‘Bit less of it these days,’ said the Rat ruefully, patting his thinning scalp. That was cosmic justice at work, clearly.


  Poppy and I ran to our respective parents and took up positions at their shoulders, like bodyguards. We glared at each other.


  ‘This is my daughter, Poppy,’ said the Rat.


  ‘I guessed,’ said Mum. ‘She looks so like Mandy.’ Mum managed a faint smile, though she must have been rattled. As you would be, faced with the clone of the so-called ‘friend’ who destroyed your life’s happiness standing before you like the Ghost of Winter Formal Past.


  ‘And India? Does she … take after her father?’ the Rat asked tentatively.


  Mum shuffled her feet. ‘India’s father and I aren’t together anymore.’


  Huh. That was an understatement. As far as I could work out, they’d been together about as long as it took to make a baby and not a second longer.


  ‘Mandy and I broke up, too,’ said the Rat.


  ‘Really?’ Mum cleared her throat. ‘Yes, I … I was sorry to hear that.’


  ‘Well, these things happen.’ He sounded pretty breezy about it, in my opinion. Not exactly devastated, whatever Poppy might think.


  Poppy hauled on her dad’s sleeve. ‘We’ve got to go. Forrest’s picking me up, remember?’


  ‘Snap!’ Mum turned to me. ‘You forgot your phone, India. Daniel texted you, so I asked him round for dinner.’


  ‘You looked at my messages? You invited my boyfriend over?’ I shook my head. ‘Mum, you really need to get your own social life.’


  ‘Poppy’s always telling me I should get out more too,’ said Travis the Rat, ignoring Poppy’s tugs at his arm. ‘I think even India’s cards recognised that I’m a bit of a hermit.’ He was looking at Mum. ‘Don’t suppose you’d be free for a coffee some time?’


  Mum was looking back at him. ‘I’d love to. You should give me a call.’


  I couldn’t believe my ears. Didn’t Mum remember what had happened last time? Had the last twenty years meant nothing?


  As I stumbled to the car, clutching my tarot cards to my chest, a terrible thought struck me. What if she hadn’t recognised him without the mullet?


  ‘Mum, you do know who that was, don’t you?’


  ‘Of course I do. I remember Travis Finn perfectly; he hasn’t changed that much. What a ridiculous question.’ Mum glanced anxiously at her reflection in the rear view mirror and smoothed her hair.


  It was all going to happen again, just like the Wheel of Fortune. Mum was going to get her heart broken all over again. I couldn’t stand by and let that happen.


  ‘Poppy says he’s been pretty depressed since her mum left. Desperate, even,’ I said. ‘He asks out random women in the supermarket, in the street, anyone! Poppy says it’s embarrassing.’


  ‘I think it’s brave,’ said Mum. ‘He’s braver than I am.’


  It’s bizarre the way people hear what they want to hear; it’s the same with the tarot. Where I heard “crazy-pathetic”, Mum heard “crazy-brave”. I tried again.


  ‘Poppy says he’s buying a Russian wife.’


  Mum shot me a look, and I knew I’d gone too far. She said dryly, ‘I find that hard to believe.’


  ‘Desperate men take desperate measures,’ I said. ‘I think that’s from Shakespeare.’


  ‘Travis wouldn’t need to do that. Plenty of women would be happy to go out with him.’


  ‘He can’t be that amazing, or Poppy’s mum wouldn’t have left him.’


  ‘You don’t know anything about it, India.’ Mum started the car. ‘Marriages fail for all sorts of reasons. Being amazing has nothing to do with it.’


  I pressed my hands to the tarot deck beneath my top, as if the cards were a second heart. Poppy and I had found those letters for a reason; surely the reason was to stop history repeating.


  I soon discovered Mum had a secret agenda in asking Daniel over. He’d barely walked in the door when she handed him a sledgehammer.


  ‘I want you to help me demolish the breakfast bar that seperates the living room from the dining room.’


  ‘What?’ Daniel looked a little alarmed. But there was also a gleam in his eye as he hefted the hammer against his palm. ‘Right now?’


  ‘I need some male muscle,’ said Mum.


  Daniel put his shoulders back and stuck out his jaw. Obviously the idea of being male muscle appealed to him. He strutted over to the breakfast bar and took an experimental swing.


  ‘No!’ I shrieked. ‘Mum, you can’t! Nana and Pa—’


  ‘It’s our house now, India,’ said Mum firmly. ‘It’ll open up the whole space. Go on, Daniel. Put your back into it.’


  Daniel’s eyes narrowed. He swung the sledgehammer and let it smash down.


  I squealed and leapt out of the way. Mum snatched up a saw and joined in the frenzy of destruction. Dust and splinters and chunks of chipboard flew everywhere; it was worse than the earthquake.


  ‘Ow!’ I yelped. My hand flew to my neck. A flying sliver of wood had hit me in the side of the throat like a piece of shrapnel.


  Daniel at least paused momentarily. My mother didn’t even look up from her sawing.


  ‘I’m bleeding!’ I said.


  No one listened.


  ‘I’m going to find a bandage.’


  Still no response. My gentle boyfriend had turned into some kind of destructo robot and was manically smashing away at the poor breakfast bar with the sledgehammer.


  ‘That could have severed an artery!’ Obviously my health and safety was irrelevant. ‘I’ve eaten at that breakfast bar every day for sixteen years. What about my feelings? What about my memories?’


  ‘Time for a change, India,’ panted Mum, mopping her sweaty brow. ‘I knew you wouldn’t help me.’


  ‘It’s gotta be done, India,’ said Daniel apologetically. ‘You’d better stand back.’


  I stalked off to the bathroom. As I plastered on a bandaid, my eye caught the T-shaped crack that had appeared the night of the earthquake. T for Travis … No, that was impossible. T for Trouble, more likely. I screwed up the bandaid wrapper and dropped it into the bin.


  What if Mum and Travis had got together all those years ago? Then I’d be the one with two parents. I might even have brothers or sisters; we’d be a normal family. We wouldn’t have lived with Nana and Pa all these years. I’d be a different person, with different DNA. I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, feeling giddy. Suddenly I looked unreal to myself, like an actress playing the role of me. Who was I, anyway?


  From the living room came a sound like glass exploding. Mum yelled a swear word. Mum never swears. I heard Daniel whimper, ‘Sorry, Sarah!’


  I ran to the rescue.


  Chapter 8


  – POPPY –


  The worst thing was that India was right. I agreed with her to the very core of my soul. My mother had betrayed her best friend over a boy – epic fail. My parents’ whole relationship had been built on a foundation of betrayal. Every night, when Mum climbed into bed with Dad, she’d have stepped over the bloody corpse of Swoosie. When they’d celebrated the anniversary of their first date – which I know for a fact was the date of the Winter Formal – she’d also been celebrating the last day of her friendship with Sarah. No wonder she’d moved to Queensland. Queensland wasn’t far enough.


  I couldn’t look Sarah in the face. The sins of the mothers and all that; I may as well have been her broken heart walking around in the world. I was the flesh of Travis and Mandy’s betrayal.


  I muttered goodbye, and dragged my father out of the school. He was still calling over his shoulder as I steered him away, making plans to catch up for coffee. Coffee! As if they were two normal people. I wondered if my mum ever told Dad how deeply Sarah had felt about him. Or if Dad had ever worked it out – he must have guessed something was up when Sarah and Mandy suddenly stopped talking to each other.


  Ugh. I got on my bike and jabbed the pedal down. I rode off as hard as I could while Dad was still mucking around with his bike lock. As I whizzed down the bike track that ran down the centre of St Georges Road between the tram lines, I heard Dad yelling at me to slow down. I coasted through an orange light just as it changed to red and left Dad behind. I knew he’d be angry with me for reckless riding, but I didn’t care. I wanted to punish all of them – Mum, Dad, even Sarah… Why couldn’t they have burned the letters? Why couldn’t the past have stayed in the past?


  I beat Dad home and flung the bike in the courtyard, not putting it away in the bike shed. He was always freaking out about rust and bird crap and bike thieves and – I don’t know – winged monkeys or something. I usually said, ‘Hey old man, don’t worry about it, you gotta trust the universe to look after you, you know?’ (Even though secretly I was as anal about it as he was. And what had the universe done for me lately?) Anyway, right then I wanted someone to steal my bike. I was weird like that. Mum said there were two types of people in the world. There were people who felt things inside because of stuff that happened in the outside world. And then there were people like me and Nanny Rae who wanted everything outside to look the way we felt inside. Mum had told me that when, in a fit of rage and disappointment, I had thrown my bunny lamp against the wall. I hadn’t really got what she meant, but the conversation had stayed with me, just like the ugly crack in my bunny lamp.


  Nanny Rae. Suddenly I felt a deep swoop of sympathy for Swoosie. I mean Mandy. I mean Mum.


  I didn’t know my maternal grandparents very well. Paps died of liver disease when I was ten. I’d worked out for myself that it was probably because he was an alcoholic, and a not very nice one at that. We didn’t see much of Nanny Rae. Mum tried for a while, when I was little. I had murky yellow memories of those visits. It wasn’t specific: just a vague sense of something, a bad smell, the creeping dread of entrapment every time we entered the damp, brown falling-down house. As for Uncle Wayne and Uncle Darren, I’d just assumed we didn’t see much of them because they were bogans and Mum had … I don’t know … evolved. There had been the occasional strained Christmas; I remembered how Mum seemed to shrink, like a wilting daisy. When I was twelve Uncle Darren had leaned right in and asked me why I wasn’t wearing a bra. That was the last time we saw them. They all moved, one after the other, to the same one-Maccas town in central Victoria. I wasn’t even sure which one. There were even more of them now. We had the odd photo arrive with the Chrissy cards: browbeaten aunts and squalling cousins. I thought of them now through Swoosie’s eyes, and it seemed as if they were some breed of feral pestilent creature, rabbits or cane toads, proliferating in some murky in-between place, not quite on the map.


  In the kitchen I gulped down a glass of cold water and looked out at my bike. I knew that I was going to go outside and put it away. Appearances aside, I was my father’s daughter. I listened for Charmaine and heard the tap tap tap of the keyboard.


  Could I blame Swoosie – Mandy – Mum – for falling in love with Terra Fabula, and for letting him fall in love with her? She’d needed him, more than Sarah ever had.


  Dad came home as I was putting my bike away. He got off his bike and scowled at me. Terra Fabula in the flesh, I thought. It was like being in the presence of a great literary character. Mr Darcy come to life.


  ‘What’s up your bum?’ he asked.


  ‘Charming.’


  ‘You were rude to Sarah. You took off on me, rode like a complete idiot, went right through a red light without even looking—’


  ‘It was orange.’


  ‘Bull.’ His knuckles where he was gripping the handlebars were white. ‘I only came down to the school to keep you company.’


  ‘Right,’ I muttered. ‘It was all about me, was it?’


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


  ‘It means it’s pretty tragic that you’re hanging out to ride your teenage daughter home on a Saturday afternoon. Don’t you have anything better to do?’ As the words shot out I knew I had gone too far. It was the bunny lamp all over again.


  Dad stared at me, wounded. ‘Yeah. Yeah, Poppy, as a matter of fact, I do.’ He wheeled his bike around on its back tyre, and headed back out the open gate. I heard his voice in the alleyway, ‘Good luck to you, mate. She’s in a foul mood.’


  Forrest appeared at the gate. ‘Hey, I’ve been knocking and knocking round the front. Are you ready to …? Oh.’


  I’d totally forgotten he was coming. I looked down at myself. My ancient trackies and my favourite shapeless hoodie were covered in streaks of dust and cobwebs. I was sure I had a bad case of helmet head. All I wanted to do was soak in a long bath with Jane Austen and an unseemly quantity of chocolate.


  ‘To be honest, Forrest …’


  ‘Oh no, Poppy! Not again. It’s Saturday night. We have a date.’


  ‘It’s just been a headspin of a day, that’s all. Truly surreal.’


  ‘That’s what boyfriends are for. You should want to be with me after a bad day.’ He stepped forward and brushed something out of my hair. ‘Come on, Poppy. How about I run you one of my famous baths and then we go see a movie. Something with lots of old houses and gardens in it.’ He tilted his head like a pleading puppy. ‘I’ll buy you your very own family-sized pack of malted-milk balls.’


  Forrest knew me well. ‘I’ll pass on the bath; I’ll just jump into the shower and change.’


  ‘Is Charmaine home?’


  ‘She’s around.’


  Forrest bounced off to find her. They really dig each other. Which is sweet, I suppose. Also unsettling.


  I showered and pulled on my skinny jeans and a long black sweater. I dressed my outfit up with jewellery – a big beaded bracelet and a large silver bird on a leather strap at my throat – thinking about Swoosie dressing up for a night at the movies. Actually, I wouldn’t mind a leopard print miniskirt. Or blue mascara for that matter. But I wouldn’t even know how to get my fringe to do that vertical thing.


  By the time I was dressed, Dad was home. We pretended nothing had happened. That was our way.


  ‘What do you want to see?’ Forrest asked as we walked into the foyer of the cinema. We looked up at the posters. ‘Scandinavian urban vampire movie. Or upbeat contemporary Shakespeare. Looks kinda woodsy,’ he said, hopefully. He was squeamish when it came to vampires. He’d once devoured a whole bag of chocolate-covered coffee beans and stayed up watching a Buffy marathon on pay TV. It had done things to him.


  After we bought the tickets we had a while to wait so we wandered around the cinema and looked at the posters of the upcoming movies. I felt myself relax. There was still an edge of surreal to the evening that affected my way of seeing – lights were brighter, the corners of things were crisper – but Forrest was real and familiar and comforting. I remembered that when we weren’t talking about Our Relationship (as if it was some kind of living thing we had to feed with words and plans and promises), I actually liked being with him.


  ‘Hi, Forrest.’


  I turned around. There was a gang of kids from school. I recognised the two boys from Strong-Arm’s beautification squad, the ones who’d been sitting with India.


  ‘So,’ a blonde girl asked brightly, as if she’d been appointed spokesperson, ‘what movie are you lovebirds seeing?’


  One of the other girls squealed a peal of laughter. Forrest and I glanced at each other. Forrest named the Shakespeare movie. There was a split response: mostly the girls continued to giggle; one of the boys looked oddly pleased, but some of the boys shuffled a bit, looking morosely at the floor, as if they’d hoped we were going to see something else.


  ‘What’s going on?’ Forrest asked.


  One of the other girls, laughing almost uncontrollably by now, shrieked something about necking, which set another one off into fits of giggles.


  I looked at Forrest. ‘I’m going to the bathroom,’ I said.


  I nicked into the toilet, more to catch my breath than anything. I was used to being talked about and made fun of. I told myself I didn’t care, but it did occur to me, as if the thought had been there under the surface all afternoon, that it would be an amazing comfort to have a friend like Swoosie. And I saw a distinct image, not of Sarah’s face, but India’s.


  Yeah, I thought. Till she stabbed you in the back. Or, more likely, till I stabbed her. Like mother like daughter. Of India and me, I suspected I was the one most capable of true evil.


  When I came out, Forrest said, ‘They think you’re a vampire.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘Apparently India told them you were. And they believed her, you know, because they know you’re friends.’


  I thought back to the morning. So that’s what she’d been telling them on the stairs. And that was before she knew about my mother stealing her potential future father. Maybe India wasn’t the innocent she pretended to be.


  ‘We’re not friends,’ I said, flatly. ‘We never were.’


  As soon as the movie was over, even before the credits started rolling, I asked Forrest to walk me home. I kissed him goodnight at the door.


  ‘Do you want to ride to school together on Monday?’ he asked.


  I shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Text me.’


  I knew that would annoy him. This was one of the things we argued about. He thought we should want to spend all our waking time together. He wanted to make plans: plans for the weekend, for his birthday in August, for the Christmas holidays, for the rest of our lives. I felt weighed down by all the plans. What was the point of planning for a future that might never come? He liked the list-making, he told me, and the make-believe. It made him feel closer to me. He assured me he wasn’t going to show up in five years time and drag me to Japan against my will. I remembered Swoosie and all their plans for the future. All those empty, wasted words.


  ‘I don’t know what I’m doing on Monday yet. I might sleep in. I might be sick.’


  ‘I love you.’


  ‘Thanks. Good night.’


  ‘Are you ever going to say it back?’ All our dates ended like this. ‘Aren’t you at least going to bite my neck?’ he asked.


  I bit him. Gently.


  The house was quiet. Dad was watching tellie with the volume down low, the blue light flickering up the hallway. Charmaine was either out or already in bed. I snuck the cordless phone into my room. I sat on my bed, holding the phone in my hand. I stared at it for a minute – strange object; mute, empty thing. I pushed the numbers. I pressed it to my ear. I waited.


  Mum answered, sounding hazy and worried and far away, as if I’d woken her up. The sound of her voice triggered a deluge of tears.


  ‘Poppy? Is that you? What is it?’


  I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t talk.


  ‘Are you hurt? Put Travis on. Poppy, you’re scaring me.’


  I finally managed a raking breath, and when I spoke, the words came out in a rush. ‘I need you, Mum. I need you to be here. Please come home. Will you come? For the reunion? Please come home.’


  Chapter 9


  – INDIA –


  Mum’s foot wasn’t actually broken, just badly bruised. But the way Daniel carried on, you’d think he’d sawn her leg off, not accidentally dropped a sledgehammer on her toe.


  ‘Oh my god, Sarah, I’m so sorry. I’ll get some ice – cushions – a blanket …’


  Mum waved him away. ‘Don’t fuss, Daniel. I can look after myself.’ She hobbled over to the couch and collapsed on it, wincing.


  A lump sprang into my throat. It was true; Mum had never had anyone to take care of her. She’d never had a sweet boyfriend like Daniel to run around after her; she’d always had to struggle on alone. And whose fault was that? Well, it was Mandy’s, obviously. But for some weird reason I found myself blaming Daniel. It was almost unbearable to watch him trot around fetching ice packs and cushions and dashing out for pizza. By the end of the evening I could hardly bring myself to kiss him goodnight.


  And all the time the breakfast bar sat there, half-demolished, the very symbol of ruin. Ruined love, ruined friendship, wrecked lives. I went to bed and cried.


  By Monday, there was a lump like a potato on Mum’s foot and she couldn’t drive me to school. I had to ride my bike. I hate that bike. Bicycles and I have no natural sympathy. Maybe in a former life I was a bandicoot who got squashed by a feral cyclist on a bushland track. Pedalling to school was like pushing through playdough. I nearly fell off when I reached the gate. Luckily Daniel was there to catch me.


  ‘Stupid bike.’ I had oil smears on my socks and the pedal had whacked me on the shin.


  Daniel took the handlebars. ‘You didn’t have it in bottom gear all the way here, did you?’


  ‘I don’t know. Maybe. Why?’ I held up my hand. ‘Actually, no. Don’t explain it to me.’


  Daniel looked hurt, but he shut his mouth and walked me to the bike shed, pushing my bike. More guilt.


  ‘India, what’s biting you? You’ve been acting weird ever since Saturday.’


  At least he didn’t say, weirder than usual.


  ‘Nothing’s biting me,’ I said, louder than I meant to.


  Miki turned round and stared at me, then whispered something to Lucy.


  Daniel wheeled the bike into the shed and locked it up for me. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt your mum, you know. It was a total accident.’


  Now he was channelling Mandy Goose. Oh, no, wait, he meant the foot thing.


  ‘I know you didn’t, Daniel. It’s not that.’


  ‘What is it, then?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘But you just said it’s not that. So it must be something. Can’t you tell me?’


  ‘Nothing to tell. Leave me alone.’


  ‘It’s not that dumb rumour, is it?’


  ‘What rumour?’


  ‘About you and Poppy …’


  This place was unbelievable. Rat-Face Finn hadn’t even asked Mum on a date yet, so how could there be a rumour about me and Poppy becoming step-sisters already?


  ‘Don’t you think I’d be the first to know if there was anything like that going on?’


  ‘Well – yes …’


  ‘I’m the one with psychic powers, aren’t I?’ I scowled at the back of Miki’s head, willing her to turn around. It worked; she glanced over her shoulder and gave a little squeal when she saw my eyes drilling into her. Satisfied, I headed for class. Daniel jogged after me.


  ‘India, wait. So it’s definitely not true?’


  ‘You’d better ask Poppy. She’s got more control over it than I have.’ I couldn’t stop her two-timing dad from ringing my mother; that was up to her.


  Daniel halted, his face creased with bewilderment. I couldn’t stop; I had Art first up, my favourite subject.


  I shouldn’t have hurried. Knickers Armstrong bustled in and ordered us all to put our individual projects on hold so we could paint banners for the Reunion Ball.


  ‘Gather round, people. Here are some ideas to kick you off.’


  She spread a sheaf of photos across a table. Girls in puffy taffeta and chiffon, boys with matching multi-coloured bowties and cummerbunds, and mullets stiff with gel, all whirling in a void of semi-darkness punctuated with giant snowflakes and stars.


  ‘This was the Winter Formal twenty years ago,’ said Knickers, her eyes misting with nostalgia. ‘I think it would be fun to recreate the decorations from that night, don’t you?’


  There was some lukewarm murmuring. I felt myself being drawn toward the table by an irresistible force. I didn’t want to look, but I knew I had to …


  Yes. There they were. Travis the Rat himself, in a black suit and red tie. He was waltzing with a girl in his arms, a girl who looked uncannily like Poppy, despite the eighties hair and the pouffy dress. It had to be Mandy. Yep, it was the polka-dot dress, the dress my Nana had made her. She looked like a kewpie doll princess. And where had Mum been when that photo was taken? In the toilets sobbing her heart out.


  I put up my hand. ‘I’m sorry, Ms Armstrong, I don’t think I can do this. It’s bad karma.’


  ‘Nonsense, India,’ said Strong-Arm briskly, gathering up the photos. ‘It was a marvellous night, and the Reunion Ball will be wonderful too.’


  ‘But it’s like asking Marie Antoinette’s daughter to decorate a guillotine ...’


  Knickers and I exchanged a glance, and for one weird moment a beam of total understanding seemed to connect us. She didn’t roll her eyes, or beg me to ‘dial down the kooky’. After all, she’d been at the Winter Formal too. She’d followed Mum into the toilets; she’d seen the heartbreak with her own eyes.


  She laid her hand on my shoulder. ‘Trust me, India,’ she said softly. ‘This ball is going to be perfect.’


  Then the moment passed. ‘Snowflakes and stars, everybody!’ she shrilled. ‘Let’s weave some magic!’ And with one of her manic cackles, she swept away.


  At recess I went in search of Daniel. He was usually pretty easy to find, but I went right round the school without seeing him. I was on the walkway above the courtyard when I finally spotted the top of his head down below. I leaned over the railing, just about to call out, when I saw another head next to his, bent close, as if they were whispering secrets. No one but me was allowed to put their head that close to Daniel, and there was only one person this head could possibly belong to.


  Bright red hair. Sausage curls.


  They were snuggled up together on a bench behind a tree, safely invisible – except from above. They were holding hands. Poppy was murmuring in Daniel’s ear.


  Like mother, like daughter. Who said history never repeats? It was the Wheel of Fortune. Maybe the Swoosie letters had given her the idea. Poppy Finn was stealing my boyfriend!


  The bell rang and they sprang apart, full of guilt, despite being unaware that I hovered above them like the angel on the card of Judgement.


  There was no way I could trot meekly off to class after what I’d seen. Instead I slipped upstairs to the attic and shut the door. Now that the junk had been cleared away from the windows, there was no need to switch on the lights or use candles. I dragged a ripped gym mat into a corner, took some deep healing breaths, and pulled out my tarot deck.


  You’re not actually supposed to read your own cards; it’s against the cosmic rules. The spirits don’t like it. But this was an emergency. In case the usual tarot spirits refused to help me, I called on the spirit of the Swoosies to guide me as I shuffled. The attic would be the place they haunted, the place their ghosts walked. Except that they weren’t actually, you know, dead.


  I laid out the cards and flipped them over. All my worst fears were confirmed. It was one terrible card after another.


  The Lovers. (Me and Daniel, obviously, as we were supposed to be. Why, why had I been so mean to him that morning?)


  The Wheel of Fortune. (Hah! History repeating, just as I thought.)


  The Hierophant. (Double hah! That actually means history repeating. Not that the Wheel of Fortune doesn’t, but it’s a secondary meaning. With the Hierophant, it’s central. Double whammy! I never liked that horrible Hierophant.)


  The High Priestess. (Secrets.)


  The Moon. (Secrets and lies, I knew it! Betrayal, the evil crabs stirring in the sludge, just like the picture on the card.)


  With all those rotten cards, there was no point even looking at The Star or The Empress or Justice or the other less-awful cards that turned up in between. The weight of the evidence was crystal clear.


  Grimly I gathered up the cards and thrust them deep in my pocket. Knickers had forbidden me to bring them to school, but she didn’t understand – the cards were part of me. Anyway, it was worth risking her wrath to know the truth.


  I didn’t blame Daniel. In a way, I didn’t blame Poppy either. Those boyfriend-stealing genes were just too strong. Genes or destiny, either way, she was helpless. But that didn’t mean she could get away with it.


  Later that day, I saw her outside the Music Room with Forrest. Maybe she was breaking up with him; he certainly didn’t look too happy. I yelled across the yard to her. ‘Hey, Poppy!’


  She looked round and so did half the school.


  ‘I guess you’re after fresh meat, are you?’ I shouted. ‘Just stay away from my boyfriend!’


  Poppy marched across the yard and grabbed my arm. ‘Shut. Up.’


  ‘Don’t tell me to shut up. I saw you and Daniel—’ She interrupted. ‘Fresh meat? Don’t you think you’ve taken all this a little too far?’


  I gazed at her blankly. I really was blank, too, this time, not just acting vague. ‘All what?’


  ‘Oh, gee, I dunno, let me see … Poppy’s a vampire. Does that ring a bell at all?’


  My mouth fell open. ‘Ohh …’ I’d forgotten about that conversation on the stairs. ‘But that was a joke.’


  ‘Hilarious. Do you know how many blood and biting and necking references I’ve had to put up with today?’


  ‘Oh. Sorry.’ I had to let out a sudden giggle. ‘You’ve got to admit, it is pretty funny.’


  ‘You think?’ Poppy raised her eyebrows. ‘What’s that on your neck?’


  My hand flew to my bandaid. ‘That must be where you bit me.’


  ‘Which would make you a vampire too.’


  ‘I guess so … Hey, wow, I’ve always wanted to be a creature of the night. Sounds like fun.’


  ‘Based on my brief experience,’ said Poppy. ‘It’s not as much fun as you’d think.’


  I remembered I was angry with her. ‘Just keep your filthy fangs clear of Daniel, okay?’


  ‘Daniel? Why would I want to bite Daniel?’


  ‘I saw you two in the courtyard. And the cards confirm it. Dirty tricks and betrayal; so don’t pretend you weren’t up to something.’


  Poppy frowned. ‘You have a nasty suspicious mind, India Williams.’


  ‘Well, perhaps if my mum had been slightly more suspicious, she’d have a husband now.’


  So there we were. Back full circle at the Swoosies again. We glared at each other for a moment, then Poppy stalked away. Halfway to the library, she turned and yelled, ‘And for your information, India, my fangs are squeaky clean!’


  ‘Yeah? Well – don’t forget to floss!’ I shouted back. Which was the best I could come up with on the spur of the moment. I bared my teeth and pretended to snarl after her.


  Holly What’s-her-name screamed and scurried out of the line of fire. So now she thought I was a vampire as well as a murderer of guinea pigs. Experimentally I flashed my fangs at her as I walked past. She screamed again.


  Poppy was dead wrong. Being a vampire was heaps fun.


  When the phone rang that night, I raced to pick up. My mobile was out of juice (again) and I thought it would be Daniel, calling to grovel. But it wasn’t.


  ‘Is that India? Is Sarah around? It’s Travis, Travis Finn.’


  I toyed with the idea of saying Mum was out. But probably even Lowlife Finn knew that Mum never went out.


  ‘Mum!’ I yelled. ‘Rat-Fi— Poppy’s dad wants to talk to you!’


  I gave her the evil eye as I handed over the phone, to remind her telepathically of what happened twenty years ago and warn her of the danger she was in.


  She didn’t even notice. She was all flustered and pink-cheeked.


  ‘Travis, how nice … Yes, definitely … Oh, I know … Yes, I agree …’


  Poor Mum wasn’t any better at small talk now than she had been when she was Swoosie. Why was I worried? This date was going to self-destruct without any help from me.


  ‘Yes … Thursday night would be fine. All right, Brunswick Street … Yes, I know the one. Should I meet you there? … Oh! That’s very kind of you.’


  When she hung up, her cheeks were even pinker than before. ‘He’s going to meet me here,’ she announced. ‘Seven o’clock on Thursday. Just for a quick drink.’


  She gave me a defiant look, as if daring me to contradict her.


  Was this the moment to reveal that I knew everything? To beg her not to go, not to open herself to heartbreak all over again?


  I couldn’t do it. Mum would be mortified if she knew that I’d found out how her heart had been stomped on all those years ago. All I wanted was to protect her: from Travis Finn, from herself if necessary, from vampires, from Swoosie, from anything that might hurt her.


  I retired to my room and started work on a good luck amulet. But I had a feeling that wouldn’t be enough.


  Chapter 10


  – POPPY –


  THE ABSOLUTELY TRUE ACCOUNT OF WHAT DANIEL SAID TO

  POPPY AND WHAT POPPY SAID BACK


  SETTING: Bench at school. Poppy and Daniel are seated at opposite ends of the bench. They could not be further apart and still be sitting on the same bench. There is approximately 1000 litres of air between them, or anyway, a lot of space.


  DANIEL: Poppy, you’re a girl.


  POPPY: Nice of you to notice.


  DANIEL: And you and India are friends, right?


  POPPY: ROFLMAO


  DANIEL: Oh. Did you guys have a fight or something?


  POPPY: Or something.


  DANIEL: Because I think India and I had a fight too, only


  I don’t remember the actual fighting bit. But she seems to be moody all the time these days. And she was never moody till she started hanging round with you, and I thought that …


  POPPY: It was my fault?


  DANIEL: Yeah! Exactly!


  POPPY: Thanks, Daniel. Thanks a lot.


  DANIEL: What?


  POPPY: Look, you can blame me for lots of things. My parents’ bust up – maybe it was my fault that my Mum felt trapped in domestic suburban hell. You can blame me for what happened twenty years ago if you like. You can blame me for all my own misfortune, as well as India’s and Sarah’s. I probably deserve it on some karmic level. I am quite possibly the vessel of all sin and depravity. But if you’re having marital issues with your little woman – YOU CAN’T BLAME ME FOR THAT!!


  DANIEL: (patting my hand and thinking, my but you’re a volatile little thing, aren’t you?) Sorry, Poppy. You’re right. India and I probably just need to work it out for ourselves.


  Okay. So he patted my hand. Maybe we weren’t sitting that far apart. But there was nothing going on, seriously.


  MEANWHILE, AT OUR HEROINE’S HOME:


  MONDAY: Terra Fabula makes a date with Sarah. He tries to be subtle about it, but the cordless is out of juice so he has to use the wall phone in the kitchen. Charmaine and our heroine pretend to be busy, both of them eavesdropping like mad. Charmaine performs a dance of one day he might remarry and move out again after all joy, observed only by our heroine, who promptly drops the whole tray of cutlery onto the floor.


  TUESDAY: Terra Fabula arrives home from work early carrying a woven bag from an expensive men’s casual clothing store in South Yarra. He attempts to smuggle it into his room unseen. He also has a quietly spoken conversation with our heroine’s boyfriend, who despite withheld affection and intensive interrogation refuses to talk, pleading Secret Men’s Business.


  WEDNESDAY: Terra Fabula has his hair clippered by the same rock’n’roll barber in the city that is frequented by our heroine’s boyfriend! Clearly our heroine’s father has sought coiffure advice from our heroine’s boyfriend – tres embarrassment! New haircut makes TF look like Eric Bana or Jesse Spencer, someone who started off as a normal famous person in Australia and then become a properly famous person in America. Our heroine can’t help but look at him differently: i.e. how Sarah might see him. Not an unwanted de facto husband, not someone’s desperate and dateless dad, not even Terra Fabula, but just a nice, normal, middle-aged, eligible bachelor.


  THURSDAY MORNING: Our heroine catches TF singing ‘Stir up the Pudding’ as he makes the morning porridge. Our heroine seriously considers ramming wooden spoon down his windpipe.


  I have nothing against Sarah. Lord knows my family have done her enough damage. That’s why this has to be nipped quickly and gracefully in the bud. For her sake. Come the night of the reunion, Mandy will be home. And Mandy, Travis, India and, yes, even Sarah will see that Mum and Dad are meant to be. And then we’ll kick the tenants out and move back into the house in the mountains, and I’ll go back to my old school, where no one will call me a vampire, or try to buy drugs off me while I’m queuing for the canteen.
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  Okay, okay. There’s no Swoosie waiting for me there. But there’s a group of kids I’ve known since kindergarten, comfortable as an old pair of jeans. Kids I can be myself with, no effort required.


  Maybe that doesn’t sound as fun as mucking about in the attic with India, or as exciting as finding the Swoosie letters, or as sexy as biting Forrest’s neck …


  And maybe I’m kind of getting used to living so near the city, with movies and cafes and shops close by, instead of the bush and paddocks and trail bikes.


  And maybe India’s right; maybe the vampire rumours were kind of funny. Maybe I kind of liked being notorious. I’d been little Poppy Finn for so long, it never occurred to me that I’d go to a city school and be so freaking hip. I mean a vampire? How cool is that. But …


  Focus, Poppy.


  THE WORST THING ABOUT THE VAMPIRE RUMOURS:


  Having longed most of my life for a little brother or sister, it makes me sad to see the Year 7s scuttle away from me in the quad, or make the sign of the cross with their fingers behind their backs, as if I don’t know what they’re doing.


  Ever since our fight about Daniel, India has started muttering and making strange gestures every time she sees me. Honestly, it’s doing nothing to quell the rumours. There’s a new one flying around the lower years that India has used her understanding of the dark arts to secure some kind of cosmic deal. She gets her soul restored, but only after she completes several rituals, including sacrificing me in the school attic (where I’m supposed to have ‘turned’ her) at the next full moon (which happens to fall on the night of the Reunion Ball). Honestly, where do these kids get this stuff? I think India’s probably just trying to bathe me in light or irrigate my aura or something. That’s more her style.


  PEOPLE AT SCHOOL WHO DON’T THINK I’M A VAMPIRE:


  The ESL kids (Apparently vampire doesn’t easily translate into Mandarin.)


  The Young Sceptics Society (Though I’m kind of sick of them following me around all the time trying to disprove it.)


  The Friends of Jesus (They’re praying for me on Fridays, which wouldn’t do me much good, would it, considering Travis and Sarah’s date was on Thursday?)


  The gorgeous family of Baha’i kids (Unfortunately they’re all way too nice for me to hang out with.)


  Forrest


  India


  Daniel (I think.)


  The spotty kid from Year 8 (who told me I’m too ugly to be a vampire)


  Knickers and (I hope) all of the faculty (Although I’m not too sure about Miss Carter, the young Humanities teacher who has taken to wearing a large gold cross around her neck.)


  Ben Spokes (who bared his neck to me before the maths test and said ‘Make it quick’ then practically wet himself celebrating his own lameness. I don’t think he really expected me to bite him. Though you never know with Spokes.)


  BOYFRIENDS WHO TRAITOROUSLY GET THEIR TAROT CARDS

  READ WHEN THEY KNOW THEIR GIRLFRIEND IS MORTAL

  FRENEMIES WITH THE ONLY FORTUNE TELLER AT SCHOOL AND

  ANYWAY IT’S AGAINST THE SCHOOL RULES:


  Forrest


  SKANKY CLAIRVOYANT COWS WHO KEEP THE TOP BUTTONS

  OF THEIR SCHOOL SHIRT UNDONE SO THAT WHEN THEY LEAN

  OVER THE TAROT CARDS YOU CAN SEE THE LACY TOP OF THEIR

  BRA AND THEY TOTALLY KNOW IT:


  India (And I just know she was telling him to break up with me. She probably wanted to punish me for Swoosie, and for whatever she thought was happening between me and Daniel the other day. [As if! He’s way too lame to cheat on her.] And Forrest must lurve India. She’s all about the future. They could roll around in the weeks and months and years to come. Rub the future all over themselves like patchouli oil.)


  PEOPLE WHO SHOUT AT THEIR BOYFRIENDS AND ATTENDANT CLAIRVOYANTS IN FRONT OF GAGGLES OF TERRIFIED YEAR 7S:


  Me (I’m not proud of that, okay?)


  On Thursday night, I tucked my bike behind the front fence. When Dad rode out the back way I sailed silently down our street and followed his flashing light up the bike track. Following someone on a bike in the dark is easy peasy. Maybe when I grow up I’ll be a bike-riding detective. There were enough late commuters to give me all the protective colouration I needed, and even when Dad stopped at the lights to cross over into the side streets I managed to maintain a safe distance away from him while keeping him in my sights. When he stopped suddenly, I cruised to a stop as well, pretending I was going into a nearby house. He knocked on the front door of a MASSIVE Californian Bungalow, three times the size of the little crouching terrace we shared with Charmaine.


  India came to the door first, opening it a crack and peering out. For a second I didn’t think she was going to let him in. Then she disappeared, closing the door in Dad’s face. He stood on the verandah, his bike helmet on his head. I tried to communicate through urgent telepathy that he should take it off, but then I remembered I was there to find a way to sabotage their date, and Dad making a twit of himself was a good start.


  Sarah came to the door, looking flushed and embarrassed, practically shouting as she told India off over her shoulder while apologising to Dad for leaving him standing outside in the cold.


  They had a quiet conference and Dad went inside, taking his bike with him. I thought that was a bit odd.


  But the next thing that happened was even weirder.


  India snuck out, cartoon style, looked about furtively then fiddled with the rear lock of the white station wagon in front of her house. She slithered in and pulled the boot closed from the inside. I craned my head. What was she doing?


  Dad and Sarah came out again, minus Dad’s bike, bike helmet and daggy reflective jacket. Dad looked pretty good actually, in his cords and his brown leather jacket. I noticed Sarah was hobbling a bit – that must have been why they weren’t riding. Or maybe Sarah was as unco on a bike as India was on hers. Would that be enough to turn Dad off? Could he love someone who was more into her petrol-guzzling car than pedal power?


  They took off and I jumped back on my bike and pedalled like mad to keep up. Luckily it was mostly downhill, but even so by the time we got to Brunswick Street I thought my lungs were going to explode. I wasn’t about to let them out of my sight. For all my detecting prowess, the name of the cafe they were going to had been drowned out by the clattering of cutlery, and by Charmaine’s heels tap tap tapping on the kitchen floor.


  I pedalled slowly, catching my breath as they crawled the streets looking for a park. Finally I locked up my bike, my jelly legs almost collapsing beneath me, when Sarah reversed into a parking space. She must have been nervous because it took her three goes. Dad was behaving himself though – it always drove Mum mental when Dad leapt out of the car to direct her parking. Finally the reverse lights went out and they got out of the car, chatting away like old friends. Which I guess they were.


  In my black clothes I blended perfectly into the shadows on the street. I waited a minute to give them a head start. I’d almost forgotten about India huddled in the back of the car until I saw her slither over the back seat and let herself out the door behind the driver’s. She crouched in the darkness, making sure the coast was clear.


  I tiptoed up behind her in my soft-soled shoes (they don’t call them sneakers for nothing).


  ‘Boo!’ I whispered.


  She leaped up and wheeled around in a weak-wristed Mortal Combat pose.


  ‘Oh please,’ I said. ‘You and me in a fight? I’d so win.’


  To her credit she didn’t look at all surprised to see me. She shrugged. ‘Probably. That’s because I’m too spiritually enlightened for violence.’


  ‘But not too spiritually enlightened to make a play for my boyfriend?’


  ‘Forrest? Come on, you don’t really believe that? He’s a Leo!’


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


  ‘Hello? I’m Pisces.’


  ‘Pisces? Tu es un petite Poisson Bleu?


  ’ We both snorted with laughter.


  Then I remembered why I was there.


  ‘Why are you here?’ I asked her.


  ‘For the same reason you are, I presume.’


  ‘Just to be clear,’ I snapped. ‘We don’t want them to live happily ever after, do we?’


  ‘I …’


  Had I seen doubt flicker across her face? I leapt in. ‘Because if you’re here to try and use your powers to bewitch my father into falling for your mother to make up for some past wrong …’


  India’s mouth dropped open. ‘I would never use my powers for personal gain.’


  ‘Oh yes you would. But it seems we’re on the same page.’


  We scuttled up the street behind Dad and Sarah. We reached Brunswick Street just in time to see them disappear into a cafe.


  ‘Oh!’ said India. ‘I know this cafe! I did a trial here last summer. There’s a back way. Come on.’


  I screeched to a halt. She turned and waited.


  ‘So, we’re in this together?’ I said. ‘Just for tonight, mind you. I’m not saying we’re friends or anything. But you’ve got my back in there, right? And I’ve got yours.’


  India held her hand out. ‘It’s a deal.’


  We shook on it.


  Chapter 11


  – INDIA –


  ‘Just tell me one thing,’ panted Poppy, as we jogged down the alley behind the cafe. ‘What’s with all the pointing and muttering at school?’


  ‘Oh, that. It’s a curse.’


  Poppy stopped dead. ‘Excuse me?’


  ‘It’ll only kick in if you betray me,’ I assured her. ‘Keep away from Daniel and you should be fine.’


  ‘And if I don’t?’


  I shrugged. ‘Boils.’


  ‘Boils?’


  ‘Huge, weeping, pus-filled sores all over your body.’


  ‘Yeah, I know what boils are, thanks. Jeez. Where do you find a curse like that, anyway? In some ancient mystic scroll?’


  ‘I read it on the net,’ I said. ‘So don’t worry, it probably won’t work, anyway. In here.’


  We stooped under the roller door that was always left open so the staff could sneak out for a smoke.


  When I’d told Poppy I’d worked there last summer, I’d glossed over the part where they sort of sacked me. Well, not so much sort of as definitely. So as we tiptoed inside, I kept a sharp eye out for anyone who might recognise me. Basil, the owner, had threatened to julienne me if I set foot in the place again. He was joking. I think. I had always found Basil difficult to read.


  Remembering this, I pulled Poppy into the women’s toilets. ‘Wait a sec. I think we should disguise ourselves.’


  Poppy looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. ‘What with?’


  ‘Stay there …’ I ducked out to the storeroom, found an apron and hurried back to the bathroom. Luckily there was no one else in there.


  ‘Here, put this on. You’re already wearing black, you can be a waitress. I’ll be a customer. Give me your jacket.’


  I twisted my hair into a knot on top of my head, jabbed it with a couple of bobby pins, and slipped on Poppy’s mandarin-collared black jacket. I never wear black, it has such negative energy, but this was an emergency. There was a lipstick in the pocket. ‘Can I use this?’


  ‘Sure.’


  I daubed on the bright red lipstick and the transformation was complete. I surveyed myself in the mirror.


  Poppy put her head on one side. ‘You know, that look actually kind of suits you. You don’t look so washed out with your hair up and a bit of colour in your face.’


  I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or an insult. ‘You need to tie your hair back. It doesn’t look very waitressy.’


  ‘I should hope not. I don’t spend a zillion hours blow-drying every morning so I can look waitressy. Got a scrunchy?’


  My pockets are always full of random pins and clips and hair-ties. Poppy scraped her fat curls up into a ridiculous little fountain on top of her head and posed. ‘Waitressy enough?’


  ‘Hm … lose the lippy.’


  Poppy scrubbed her face clean and we stared at each other’s reflections in the mirror. Without make-up, Poppy looked naked, vulnerable, open – sort of innocent. More like me. With my hair up off my face, the crisp black jacket and that slash of red mouth, I looked confident, sophisticated, sassy. More like Poppy.


  I wondered if the Swoosies had ever done this – dressed each other up, played around with how they looked. I bet they had. This was what best friends did, wasn’t it?


  I turned away.


  ‘Let’s see what Mum and the Rat – I mean, your dad – are up to.’


  ‘Enough with the rat comments, okay? Or I’m out of here.’


  I didn’t point out that I hadn’t invited her along in the first place.


  We left the bathroom, almost colliding with a giggling gaggle of twenty-something women on a mass expedition to the toilets, and crept out into the rear of the cafe.


  It was a big place, with a bar running along the side wall.


  The space opened out to an area of tables that filled the entire width of the shopfront. It was packed and noisy and dimly lit.


  Poppy and I lurked by the bar, scanning the room. Mum and the Rat were nowhere to be seen.


  ‘Actually,’ I half-yelled into Poppy’s ear. ‘From what I could overhear from under the picnic rug in the back of the car, he didn’t sound overly rat-like. Almost human, in fact. And he asked Mum lots of questions. That’s the way to handle her. She seizes up when she talks to strangers; she’s very shy …’


  Poppy gave me a withering look. ‘Still? So she hasn’t got any better since the Swoosie days?’


  I’d forgotten that Poppy had read the letters, that she sort of knew Mum already. And I sort of knew Mandy, too. That was weird.


  ‘At least she doesn’t faint or throw up anymore,’ I said defensively.


  Poppy wasn’t listening. She grabbed my arm. ‘There they are – at the front near the window.’ She propelled me to a nearby empty table. ‘You sit here, I’ll go and scout.’ She struck a pose. ‘Poppy Finn, undercover waitperson.’


  I sat, and she began weaving her way between the tables towards the front. I craned my head to see, but soon she’d disappeared.


  ‘Africa?’


  I looked up. A real waiter was standing by my table: Frankie, from last summer, dapper as ever in his waistcoat and slicked back hair.


  ‘India,’ I corrected him.


  He handed me a menu. ‘Just make sure you’re gone before Basil gets here.’


  I hadn’t brought any money. I studied the menu. ‘Um … I need to think.’


  ‘Okay.’ Frankie flicked his apron and vanished. I held the menu up to my face. Obviously my disguise wasn’t working that well.


  A minute later Poppy was back. Her arms were piled with dishes. She looked outraged.


  ‘They’re drinking red wine! On a week night!’


  ‘Maybe it’s a good sign. Maybe it’s going badly and they need to drown their sorrows.’


  Poppy shook her head. ‘No such luck, they’re chatting away like great old mates. They’re having a fabulous time.’


  ‘Maybe I should ring Mum and tell her to come home,’ I suggested. ‘I could say I’m sick.’


  Poppy looked hopeful. ‘Got your phone?’


  ‘Oh … No.’


  ‘Me neither. Damn.’


  ‘What’s with all the dishes?’


  ‘I had to look busy, didn’t I? Or it’d be suspicious. Where do I put them?’


  ‘Next to the sink at the back. Or maybe on the bench in the kitchen?’


  Poppy’s eyes narrowed. ‘I thought you said you’d worked here.’


  ‘Briefly,’ I said with dignity, and held the menu up again.


  Poppy dumped the dishes on top of the bar and returned, sliding into the chair opposite. ‘We need to get closer. I want to hear what they’re saying. There’s an empty stool in the window, you go and nab it. You’ll have your back to them, but you can watch them in the reflection. I’ll hover round and take your order.’


  ‘But I’ve got no money …’


  Poppy looked at me. ‘I’ll pretend to take your order.’


  ‘Oh, yeah. Right.’


  ‘Give me that menu. Then I can give it back to you.’


  ‘You’re good at this.’


  ‘Yeah, deception is my speciality. Not with other people’s boyfriends, though,’ she added hastily. ‘Not that kind of deception.’


  I pointed at her and muttered my boils incantation. But I had my fingers crossed.


  I made my way slowly between the crowded tables towards the front window. Slowly, because in order to keep my back to Mum and Travis I had to sidle past sideways, like a crab. Frankie was taking an order at another table and he gave me a suspicious look. I backed towards the empty stool, groping behind me with one hand.


  ‘Oh, sorry!’ I said. I’d accidentally groped a man who was going the other way.


  Finally I found the stool and hoisted myself onto it. Poppy instantly materialised beside me. She was good. Disturbingly good.


  ‘Way to make a spectacle of yourself, India. You’re so totally crap at this.’ She brandished the menu.


  ‘Sorry.’ I stared at the menu. ‘I dunno… a chamomile tea? And the Japanese salad is really good. I’m starving.’


  ‘Yeah, me too. But we’re pretending, remember? Shut up and listen.’


  Once more we stared intently at reflections, but this time we were studying Mum and Travis rather than ourselves. We didn’t have to worry about them noticing us; they were so focused on each other they wouldn’t have realised if a bomb had gone off. I couldn’t quite hear what they were saying, but Mum was smiling, and Travis seemed to be telling a long, involved story with hand gestures and jokes.


  ‘See what I mean?’ said Poppy gloomily. ‘They’re loving it.’


  I said slowly, ‘They do look … happy.’


  She gave me a sharp look. ‘I thought we agreed this was a bad idea.’


  ‘Yeah, I know, but …’


  ‘Don’t you dare do a backflip on me now, India Williams.’


  ‘I’m not. I don’t want Mum to get hurt again. But she’s having fun.’


  ‘That’s not the point. There are more important things at stake here than fun. It’s always fun till the tears start.’


  ‘I know, but …’ I shifted on the stool, and that’s when it happened: my elbow caught the wine bottle of the man sitting beside me and knocked it over. Poppy made a lunge but she missed. The bottle rolled off the counter and smashed on the stone floor. Red wine and glass flew everywhere. Including all over Poppy and me. We looked as if we’d just bathed in blood. Wine dripped from Poppy’s chin.


  You know how when you smash something in a cafe, the whole place goes silent for a moment? It’s quite eerie. It’s happened to me, oh, four or five times, and it always surprises me.


  Mum and Travis swivelled in their seats. Mum’s mouth dropped open. Travis’s face was bunched into an angry mask. Frankie was hurrying over. The diminutive figure of Basil trotted behind him. Our cover was so blown.


  Poppy sighed, and started to untie her apron. ‘And I didn’t even score any tips.’


  Chapter 12


  – POPPY –


  The owner of the cafe bundled up India and me and propelled us towards the back exit. Over my shoulder I could see the nice-looking head waiter dude soothing Dad and Sarah, begging them to sit and enjoy their meals because the issue was being dealt with. I was torn between relief and disappointment when I saw Dad sit down, rearranging his napkin on his lap. It might have been worth getting into hell-trouble if it meant a quick, brutal end to their date. And hey, wasn’t he at all worried what this small and very irate man was going to do to us?


  ‘Hi, Basil,’ India squeaked. ‘Long time no see.’


  ‘You!’ he accused, darkly. ‘I thought I told you never to set foot in my cafe again.’


  ‘Well, remember we had that conversation? Where I told you it would probably be illegal to refuse me service. And also bad karma? And you said I could shove my karma up—’


  ‘I remember.’ Basil scowled.


  The head waiter – Frankie, his name tag said – rushed up. Dad and Sarah no longer required his attentions, it seemed. They were engaged in deep conversation, probably about the difficulty of single-parenting their wayward, uncontrollable daughters, and hey, why don’t they get married? Swell idea.


  ‘It was my fault, Basil,’ Frankie gushed. ‘I told her friend here …’


  ‘Poppy,’ I supplied.


  ‘Yes, I told Poppy she could have a trial and she asked if she could bring a friend for moral support.’ I met India’s eyes, baffled. She shrugged, nonchalant.


  Basil turned his attention on me. He scrutinised me as if I had just asked him for a modelling job. ‘Hmm. You have good hands. Nice strong bones. Poise. You are a natural waiter. But you must pick better friends. Now you will go. As for you …’ He waved his hands theatrically at India. ‘Disappear!’


  He spun around and stalked back into the restaurant.


  ‘Thanks, Frankie,’ said India.


  ‘See you, India,’ Frankie sighed, opening the heavy door marked EXIT and seeing us out into the back laneway.


  ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘It was nice of him to stand up for us like that.’


  India shrugged. ‘He always was very susceptible to my powers.’


  ‘I thought you didn’t use them for personal gain.’


  ‘Oh well, sometimes … when the need arises. The realm of employment was dark and confusing, with many pitfalls.’


  ‘Yeah, yeah. Come on, let’s get my bike.’


  India’s eyes widened. ‘How will I get home? I don’t have any money for the tram.’


  ‘You’re not afraid of the dark, are you?’


  There was no shaming her. She shrugged. ‘It’s normal to be afraid of the dark.’


  ‘Unless you’re a vampire.’ I bared my teeth and lunged at her. She squealed and pushed me away. ‘Get off.’ But her giggling only encouraged me, I imagine much like a big sister tickling a smaller sister. I grabbed at her again, trying to bite her neck.


  ‘Get a room,’ someone said snidely, pushing past us.


  We froze, my hands on India’s shoulder, her hands covering her neck, her face turned away, the last peals of laughter fading. It was Chelsea Wojcinski from school, dressed in a crisp black-and-white uniform, carrying an apron. She stared at us. ‘Omigod, that’s disgusting. Is that, like, blood on your chin? Are you two really vampires? Because that’s, like, totally unhygienic. I’m going to tell Ms Armstrong.’


  India and I looked at each other.


  ‘Aren’t you worried we might, like, bite you?’ I asked.


  ‘Gross! Now get out of my way. I have to go to work. Some of us have a job to do, you know.’


  ‘Pillock,’ I muttered after she’d gone. ‘Come on, we’ll get my bike and I’ll walk you home.’


  WHAT INDIA AND I TALKED ABOUT ON OUR WALK HOME:


  Global warming


  How to use the power of suggestion on your boyfriend Whether black jeans are daywear–nightwear or just daywear– daywear


  Chelsea’s eyebrows (Plucked or naturally meagre?) My home in the mountains and my horse Bella (Well, she wasn’t mine, she was my neighbours’, but I fed her and groomed her and they let me ride her for free.) Our favourite shades of lipstick (Mine: Carnivalesque. Hers: Moonshadow.)


  How India and Forrest had been to a hippie playgroup together when they were about three and there were photos of them together in the sandpit – naked


  WHAT INDIA AND I DIDN’T TALK ABOUT ON THE WAY HOME:


  Swoosie


  How Dad and Sarah’s date might be going


  Mum


  The fact that we weren’t supposed to be friends


  It took us ages to walk back. India was positively hobbling by the time we reached her street, and my hands ached from gripping the handlebars of my bike and trying not to steer it into the gutter. We’d passed Charmaine’s house a couple of kilometres back, but I knew it would be quicker to ride than walk after I’d dropped India off.


  The car was out the front.


  ‘Do you reckon he’s in there?’ India asked.


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘What if they’re …?’


  ‘India! They’re not! They wouldn’t. Would they? I mean, not on a first date.’ I stared at her primly. ‘I mean, your mother has some standards, doesn’t she?’


  ‘Your father was plying her with alcohol.’


  ‘All right, all right, let’s not start that again. We’re in this together, remember? I’ll come in with you. Shall I bring my bike inside?’


  ‘Yep. It’s a wide hallway.’


  India led the way. Her back looked as tense as I felt as we unlocked the front door. I steered my bike around Dad’s and leaned it against the wall.


  A gentle glow, the flickering of candlelight, came from the lounge room. We walked up the hallway together, making more noise than a herd of wildebeest. By the time we entered the living room, Sarah and Dad were sitting at opposite ends of the couch. But there was a suspiciously rumpled quality about both of them, a kind of startled dignity that made me think we might well have interrupted something.


  Sarah grinned up at India as if she couldn’t help herself. Dad blinked at me. It took them a minute to remember to be cross. But when they did it was as though a storm had blown into the room – even one of the candles flickered and died. Dad stood up.


  ‘Thank you, Sarah, for a lovely evening.’


  ‘No, thank you, Travis.’


  Behind Dad’s back, I mouthed at India, No, thank you.


  She mouthed back, No, no, thank you. She puckered up and kissed the air. Unfortunately Dad saw her.


  ‘Say goodnight to your friend, Poppy.’ He ushered me down the hallway.


  WHAT DAD SAID:


  Nothing. Absolutely nothing.


  The next day at school I grabbed India at the school gate.


  ‘Ow!’


  ‘What did your mum say to you?’ I demanded.


  ‘Nothing,’ she said, pulling her arm away. Several people were giving us sidelong glances.


  ‘Nothing nothing?’


  ‘Yes, absolutely nothing.’ She rubbed her arm – laying it on a bit thick, I thought. ‘What about your dad?’


  ‘Zip, nada, zilch.’


  ‘Hmm.’


  ‘Exactly! This is bad. They’re in this together. Don’t you see? They’ve talked about it. It’s a conspiracy of silence.’


  ‘So?’


  I stared at her. ‘They’re behaving like parents.’


  ‘They are parents.’


  I rolled my eyes. ‘Well, der.’


  ‘Look, Poppy, don’t get mad, okay? But I’m not sure about things anymore. My mum was happy. Your dad looked happy too. Maybe it’s not so bad. Maybe they were meant to be together all those years ago. Maybe this is their time.’


  ‘It is not. You’re conveniently forgetting about someone.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Mandy. My mum.’


  ‘Well, it seems to me she conveniently forgot about Sarah,’ India said coolly. ‘Besides, she left, didn’t she?’


  ‘She didn’t leave Travis. I mean Dad. Or me. She left because … because she had to find herself. But she needs us. I know she does. And we need her.’ I worked up a few tears, for sympathy. Strangely, it wasn’t hard. ‘I’ve begged her to come home for the reunion. And she said she’d think about it, which means yes; I know it does. This is the worst time for Dad to date someone else. It could wreck their last chance to be together.’


  ‘I don’t know, Poppy. I just think it’s too late. We can’t interfere now. Not without hurting my mum all over again.’


  I stared at India. I had lost my ally, but also my certainty. After all, I didn’t want to hurt Sarah either. And Dad deserved to find his own bliss. Maybe Sarah was his happy-ever-after and he was Sarah’s: a fairytale ending for Swoosie. No. I couldn’t afford to think like that. Getting Mum and Dad back together was my fate. When Knickers had told me about the reunion, it had seemed like a DM from destiny. And then India had dealt The Lovers card and that other card, the one about my trickery and guile. For the first time since Mum and Dad had split up, my path had been clear. But then we’d stumbled across Swoosie, and she had clouded everything again. Now as I looked at India, I wondered, was Swoosie part of my destiny too? What did Swoosie want me to do?


  Chelsea Wojcinski walked past. ‘I’m reporting you to Ms Armstrong,’ she sneered. ‘You two are in so much trouble.’


  ‘Mm,’ I said, leaning closer. ‘Smells like strawberries. Sweet and fresh.’


  ‘I could do with a snack before morning classes,’ India said idly, her eyes barely alighting on Chelsea.


  Chelsea tossed her hair and stalked off, reeking not of strawberries, but of self-righteousness.


  After recess, Knickers summoned us into her office.


  ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Here we are again, girls. Do you know why I’ved called you in?’


  India widened her clear eyes innocently.


  I shook my head.


  ‘There has been silly rumour-mongering for days now about, of all things, vampires in the school. Or …’ Knickers checked her notes, ‘half-vampires. And today I was told by a trusted source that this ridiculous gossip leads back to the two of you. What do you have to say about this?’


  I looked at India. ‘Well, I’m not a vampire,’ I offered helpfully.


  ‘Me neither,’ India agreed. ‘Actually, I’m not really sure vampires exist.’


  ‘I definitely don’t believe in them,’ I said. ‘Like the Easter Bunny. And tarot cards.’ India glared at me. ‘And seahorses.’


  Knickers glared at me. ‘Seahorses are real,’ she snapped.


  I nodded, as if I believed her when thousands wouldn’t.


  She sighed. ‘Listen to me, if I hear you girls are doing anything to perpetuate these rumours, I will come down on you like a ton of bricks. Do I make myself clear?’


  ‘We’re the victims here, Ms Armstrong,’ I insisted.


  Knickers crossed her arms and looked at both of us. ‘Somehow, Poppy Finn, I doubt you have ever been a victim in your life.’ I opened my mouth to protest. ‘As for you, India Williams. You would do well to look to your mother for guidance. I would hate to see you getting led astray in your final years of school. You’ve always been something of a rebel, but never an outright mischief-maker. But since the two of you paired up, it’s been nothing but trouble. Now girls, read my lips: there are absolutely, positively no vampires at my school until after the Reunion.’


  ‘Yes, Ms Armstrong,’ we chanted. We both stood to go.


  ‘Oh, and what’s more, I know there’s been talk of some kind of ritualistic murder in the attic on the night.’ We both blinked. ‘Yes, well, of course you girls know nothing about it, but just in case, I hereby ban you both from coming within a one-kilometre radius of this school on that particular night. Capiche?’


  ‘Capiche,’ repeated India. I kept my mouth sealed shut.


  ‘I don’t know why you had to start that whole vampire thing,’ I complained to India. ‘It’s been a—’


  ‘Pain in the neck?’ She giggled.


  ‘Doesn’t it bother you?’


  ‘Not really.’


  ‘You don’t care what anyone thinks of you?’


  India shook her head.


  ‘You are so weird.’


  India looked hurt. ‘Thanks a lot.’


  ‘What? You just said you don’t care what anyone thinks!’


  ‘Well, you don’t have to be rude.’


  Someone ambushed me from behind, a hand covering my eyes so I couldn’t see. I swore and India yelped like a puppy. I was dragged along the echoey hallway, and heard a door slam behind me. I was pushed down onto a chair. I blinked. India was sitting beside me. We were in an empty classroom, with Forrest and Daniel standing over us. Daniel looked a bit scared, but Forrest was mightily POed.


  ‘What’s going on?’ I asked.


  ‘We’re staging an intervention,’ Daniel announced bravely.


  India didn’t say anything, she just burned Daniel with her gaze. I noticed he was avoiding looking at her.


  ‘We’re sick of you girls,’ Forrest said. ‘You’re both behaving like idiots. We want you to sort yourselves out.’


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I demanded.


  ‘India went cold on Daniel then all but accused him of having an affair with you. Then you came and bawled out India and me the other day when she was giving me a reading. And we know something happened in the attic the day you had detention. You’re constantly at each other’s throats.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Daniel. ‘When really, you probably both like each other quite a lot.’


  ‘What?’ India said.


  ‘You’re not the only one who can See you know,’ Daniel squeaked and fell silent.


  ‘You’ve been using us as weapons in your pointless war. And we’re sick of it. So this is it,’ Forrest said. ‘We are withholding all boyfriendly affection and will perform no further boyfriendly duties until you two put your differences aside and become friends.’


  I looked at India. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘We’re friends. Stop it; this is ridiculous.’


  ‘And when we’ve decided you truly appreciate us. And none of your fancy words – you have to prove it.’ Forrest looked at me. ‘Not just hot kissing when we’re alone. I mean a commitment to us. Public displays of affection. Sunday dinner with my parents. Making plans – for next week, next month, next year.’


  I felt my stomach tie itself into a tight, painful knot.


  India’s stare intensified. She swayed gently from side to side, holding Daniel’s gaze. ‘You know I love you,’ she crooned hypnotically to Daniel. ‘You don’t neeeed to dooo this.’


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I do. This was my idea. I’m sick of the fighting, India. I want you and Poppy to be friends. And I’m offended you’d think that I’d ever cheat on you with anyone. So Forrest and I, we’re in this together. Starting now, right Forrest?’


  Forrest leaned over me. ‘See ya, Poppy. I know this might be it for us. I don’t know if you love me, maybe you don’t. But I guess this is one way to find out.’


  And then the two of them walked out.


  India cleared her throat. I coughed politely. We looked at each other. And then away again. Neither of us said a thing.


  When I got home, Charmaine was in the kitchen. I was about to disappear to my room, but she took one look at my face and, without asking, steered me into the kitchen and made me a cup of my favourite tea: Buddha’s Tears, delicate balls of green tea rolled up with jasmine flowers. You drop two into the bottom of your cup and they slowly unravel in the hot water, releasing a hot, delicate fragrance. Before coming to live with Charmaine I’d never even heard of it. I can see why they call it Buddha’s Tears, because there’s something slightly sad about it, and spiritual too. Drinking it gives me a deep satisfying melancholy even on the most ordinary of days. We took it outside to enjoy the last of the autumn sun. I sat on the brick retaining wall; she sat on one of the garden chairs. She tipped her head back, soaking in the warmth.


  ‘Is Forrest coming around today?’ she asked me.


  ‘No.’ To my surprise my eyes filled with saltwater. I was glad Charmaine wasn’t looking.


  ‘Did you two break up?’


  ‘No. Maybe. I don’t know.’


  Now Charmaine peered at me. She didn’t look like someone’s grandmother, with her dark shoulder-length hair, her wide hips and big boobs and elegantly draping clothes.


  ‘Can I make an observation?’ she asked.


  ‘Sure.’ I was up for some grand-maternal wisdom.


  ‘You, my dear, are not your mother.’


  Well, der.


  ‘Amanda and Travis loved each other, such sweethearts they were. But everything was a rush. Moving in. Having a baby. Buying a house. Bang bang bang. Too fast. Mandy was thirty before she was twenty. It was an awful home she came from – those people, those animals. Sorry, I know it’s your other grandparents and your uncles I’m talking about.’


  I shrugged. ‘I don’t really know them. They creep me out. I don’t care.’


  Charmaine nodded. ‘One day you might want to know them. It becomes interesting, as you grow older, finding out where you are from, what forces called you into being – good and bad.’


  Actually, I felt like I did know them a bit from Swoosie’s letters, though even then it was more about reading between the lines. It was what Mandy didn’t say, or wouldn’t say, that was so telling.


  ‘Travis followed Mandy wherever she went. When she moved out of home, he moved out too. They were lovers and they were best friends. They were everything to each other, too much in fact. What they planned to do was take it in turns to study. Travis first, while Mandy worked and paid the rent. Then when he graduated from Law, Mandy was supposed to take her turn. But she had you instead, as you know. That was what she wanted. And they bought that monstrous house in the shadow of the mountain, so big and dark and dusty. No wonder she was unhappy there. And Travis working long hours in the city. It was a disaster waiting to happen.’


  Hey! I was fine with her dissing my other grandparents (they deserved it), but that was my home she was talking about! Where she saw big and dark and dusty, I saw fairy glens and elf grottoes, I saw visiting kangaroos on a wintry morning, and parrots and blue wrens and kookaburras, a sky full of stars, and a neighbourhood horse I could pretend was my own.


  At that moment, a certainty pierced me, as if my mother had strung a bow all the way in Queensland and shot an arrow into my ribcage. It made me catch my breath. That place would never be my home again. Yes, we still owned it. But other people lived there now and they always would. Well, maybe not the same people, but not us either. Never us.


  ‘You and Forrest should just have fun,’ Charmaine said. ‘It doesn’t have to be forever.’


  ‘That’s exactly what I keep saying,’ I said. ‘Why can’t he just take things one day at a time?’ I felt a twist of grief. The irony was that the big fat tears rolling freely down my cheek were probably just the confirmation Forrest was looking for – I did care about him.


  Charmaine saw the tears. She patted my leg. ‘Sometimes we have people just for now. People who walk with us for a while, keep us company on the long road, and become part of the map we all carry inside us. Like you and your father moving back in here.’


  ‘We’re company? Are you sure we’re not a crowd.’


  Charmaine’s eyes twinkled. ‘I admit, I miss my space.’ She leaned forward and put her hand on my face. ‘But that’s part of being a family. Right now, this is where you belong.’


  Chapter 13


  –INDIA –


  ‘Do you have any plans this weekend, India?’ Mum asked, super-casual, over Friday fish and chips.


  ‘Nothing special,’ I lied. The true answer was nothing at all. Now that I was temporarily boyfriendless, my social calendar was wiped clear. ‘Why?’


  ‘Travis and I were talking, and we thought …’ Mum took a deep breath. ‘We thought it might be nice if we all did something together. You, me,Travis and Poppy. Like—’


  ‘Like a family?’ I squawked in alarm. I might be warming to the idea of Mum and Travis going out together, but I wasn’t ready to go that far just yet.


  ‘No!’ Mum went red. ‘Travis and I are old friends. You girls are friends … aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes. No. It’s complicated.’


  Mum ignored this, and plunged on brightly. ‘We thought we might go to the farmers market up along the creek tomorrow morning. All together, on our bikes.’


  ‘Does it have to be bikes?’ I groaned.


  ‘Come on, it’ll be fun.’


  I considered as I picked at my chips. It might be fun. Though I was fairly sure Poppy wouldn’t think so. It’d be interesting to see if her dad could talk her into it. ‘Yeah, okay.’


  Let’s face it; I didn’t have anything better to do.


  I only fell off once on the way to Travis and Poppy’s, and that was Mum’s fault for stopping suddenly, though she said I was riding too close.


  Their house was tiny, like a matchbox house. It was hard to see how Poppy’s personality would fit into it, let alone the rest of her. Mum and Travis complimented each other’s bikes, and Mum assured him that her foot was better and she was fine to ride. Poppy buckled on her helmet with a sulky expression.


  ‘How did your dad bribe you into this?’ I said.


  ‘He didn’t. We always go to the market on Saturday.’ She glared at Mum. ‘It’s supposed to be our father–daughter time.’


  ‘Oh.’ I changed the subject. ‘Heard from Forrest?’


  ‘Not a peep. What about Daniel?’


  I shook my head. ‘I sent him telepathic messages all last night, but I could sense a wall of resistance.’


  Poppy snorted. ‘Probably Forrest, telling him to stay tough. This intervention business has got Forrest’s fingerprints all over it.’


  ‘I think so, too! Daniel would never have dreamt this up on his own. He can’t survive without me. He’s going to crack.’


  ‘Maybe Forrest won’t let him.’


  I climbed on my bike and clicked my helmet on, frowning darkly. ‘I can tell you now, if it comes to a battle between me and Forrest, my will can whip Forrest’s will with one hand tied behind its back.’


  If life were a movie, that morning would have been a soft-focus montage overlaid with sentimental piano music. First, a long-shot of the four of us riding along the bike path beside the creek in the golden autumn sunshine. Me getting tangled in the bike chain and crashing into Poppy. Mum throwing her head back in silent laughter. (Travis earned extra points for not laughing at me.)


  Then a series of close-ups at the market: Travis inspecting tomatoes; Mum closing her eyes as she inhaled the scent of warm bread; Poppy shaking her head in disgust as Travis held up a cabbage, then a kale, then brussels sprouts, and finally giving the nod to a fat butternut pumpkin; me trying on a silver ring shaped like a cat.


  And finally, a mid-shot of the four of us around a table at the outdoor cafe, wrapping our hands around chai lattes and nibbling at organic free-trade brownies, relaxing in the sun. The soundtrack fades to a background murmur, so you can hear the dialogue.


  I turned to Poppy. ‘Do you know where the loos are?’


  ‘I can show you. But you might want to hang on. They’re composting toilets; they smell shocking.’


  ‘No, I really need to go.’


  Poppy got up, though she seemed reluctant to leave Mum and Travis unsupervised, and led me around the back of the cafe.


  ‘So, this is okay, isn’t it,’ I said. It was half a question.


  ‘I guess,’ said Poppy grudgingly. ‘And Sarah seems nice.’


  ‘She is nice!’ I said. After a pause I added, ‘And Travis is nice, too. I’m sorry I said he was a rat.’


  ‘They do seem … comfortable together,’ admitted Poppy. ‘I was just thinking—’ She stopped.


  ‘Thinking what?’ I waggled my fingers. ‘I will use my powers to extract information, if you make me.’


  But Poppy didn’t smile. She wouldn’t look at me. Finally she said, as if the words were forced out of her, ‘Mum and Dad have never been … easy … like that. Even when things were good between them, they were never relaxed. Mum’s always throwing out challenges to Dad; they were always sparring with each other. I mean, it’s good; it’s fun … And it’s important for partners to challenge each other, right?’ Her voice took on a tinge of defensiveness. ‘But I can see how it could get kind of … exhausting.’


  I didn’t say anything. I disappeared into the toilet (I had to hold my nose to stop myself from gagging) and thought about what she’d said.


  My only relationship experience (apart from Daniel, and that wasn’t exactly going brilliantly at the moment) was Nana and Pa. They’d been together so long, they were like twined strands of wisteria holding each other up. They were yin and yang, sun and moon, the Emperor and the Empress in the tarot deck. Give and take is the first secret of a happy marriage, Nana had told me once. And I’ll tell you the second secret on your wedding day. She’d burst into filthy laughter.


  But Pa had said, No. That’s not the secret. The secret is to build your love on friendship. That’s the only foundation that lasts. He and Nana smiled at each other across the kitchen. Passion fades. But friendship lasts.


  Unless you were the Swoosies. But that was a whole different chapter in the Book of Fate


  When I emerged from the toilet, Poppy was sitting on a low wall in the sun, waiting for me.


  I sat down beside her. I had no idea what she was thinking. People were mysteries; you could never really know what was inside them, what thoughts raced round inside their heads, how they saw the world. I thought I knew Daniel, but I’d never imagined he was capable of pulling a stunt like the boyfriend intervention. The Swoosies thought they could trust each other, but look what happened. Nana and Pa probably thought they knew each other inside out, but even they must carry secrets in their hearts. I thought I could read people’s futures and divine their deepest desires, but I knew, deep down, that it was just guessing. Clever guesses, informed guesses, but still guesses. People could always surprise you.


  And then, at that exact moment, Poppy surprised me.


  ‘Okay,’ she said abruptly. ‘I was wrong. You were right. Sarah deserves a chance.’


  ‘Are you serious?’


  She pulled a face. ‘Well, there’s not enough love in the world, is there?’ For a second her bottom lip wobbled, and she looked away. Then she looked back at me, her eyes bright with determination. ‘But it’s up to us, isn’t it? Remember the cards you dealt me? There was The Lovers, but the one before that … the trickery one?’


  ‘The Magician.’


  ‘And then, because of the cards we found the Swoosie letters. We’re supposed to make this happen. You said it, in the attic. We complete the circle. Besides, if we wait for the two of them to crank up the pace, they’ll be in an old people’s home before they even tongue each other.’


  I gave a swift mental gulp at the concept of Mum and Travis tonguing … in an old people’s home … Some glimpses of the future are best left unseen. I said, ‘So …?’


  ‘So, we have to get them to the Winter Formal. I mean, the Reunion Ball. History has to repeat itself. But this time, they have to get it right.’


  Slowly I began to smile. ‘I like it. It’s perfect. It’s like Groundhog Day, they have to relive it over and over again until they finally realise they love each other.’


  ‘Not over and over again,’ corrected Poppy. ‘We only have one shot at this. So we’ve got to make sure it works.’


  ‘Yay!’ I said. ‘We can be the agents of cosmic destiny.’ I looked at Poppy intently. ‘Are you sure you’re okay with this? I thought you wanted Mandy and Travis to get back together.’


  Poppy shrugged. ‘I just don’t think it’s going to happen, India. They’ve had their time. But it’s over now.’ She plucked some leaves from the bush beside us and began to shred them between her fingers. I recognised the expression of deliberate vagueness on her face; it was one I used all the time. She didn’t want to talk about it anymore.


  I sighed. ‘You’re right. One door closes and another one opens. The moving finger writes a new chapter and flicks over to the next page of the great book of life. The wheel turns, the seed falls from the tree. Who knows where the road will lead us? Life is like a box of Turkish Delight …’


  ‘India, you’re rambling.’ Abruptly Poppy stood up, scattering the confetti of shredded leaves. We watched as they fluttered away on the wind, like fragments of an abandoned dream.


  ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s get this show on the road.’


  Chapter 14


  – POPPY –


  That night I dreamed that my mother had another daughter, exactly the same age as me. The other daughter looked just like India, but her name was Swoosie. Mum had forgotten all about her and had happened upon her in a small empty room at the back of a bookshop in Queensland. Mum had her arm around Swoosie protectively, like a kid in Grade 3 who doesn’t want their work to be copied. Mum looked at me and said, ‘Your attendance is no longer required.’ I woke up feeling raw, scraped on the insides.


  I thought briefly of calling Forrest, just to hear his voice. Then, with a sudden surge of loss, I remembered.


  I ate Sunday breakfast – lemon polenta porridge with yoghurt and nuts – hardly tasting a mouthful. Dad gulped down two helpings. Charmaine watched on benevolently, filling his bowl a third time. I scowled down at the sunny yellow porridge. How did she expect him to ever move out when she spoilt him like this? But of course I didn’t want him to move out anymore either. I was Team Sarah now. I dug through the polenta until I found a sultana and popped it into my mouth. It burst with sweetness.


  Dad sang a half-familiar Eighties pop song, complete with synthesiser solo (I knew it was synthesiser because he was playing the kitchen bench like a keyboard), as he waited for the coffee machine to warm up. He kept humming while he steamed the milk into a cloudy froth. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so happy.


  Charmaine raised her eyebrows at me. So she’d noticed it too, huh? Then she hit her forehead gently with her palm. ‘I am so sorry, Poppy. Your mum called yesterday when you were out. She wanted you to call her back.’


  Yesterday, as we’d ridden up to the market in the golden autumn light, and shopped for vegies, and drunk our chai lattes, I’d had a line from a song running round and round my head: wear all your perfect days like a daisy chain around your neck. And it would have been a perfectly perfect day, if only I’d been able to forget about Mum. I knew she’d tried to call my mobile, though I’d switched the ringer off so I could ignore her calls. But it guilted me big time to know she was so eager to get in touch, she’d even rung Charmaine’s phone.


  ‘Why don’t you call her now? Travis can do the dishes.’ Charmaine was always sneakily making my father do housework. It was to make up for the fact that she sent him off to live with Mandy completely un-house-trained. He hadn’t even known how to work a washing machine! The reason she’d invited us to live with her after Mum left was that she realised of the two of us – me and Dad, I mean – I was the one who cared most about living in a clean house and eating good food, which meant I did most of the cooking and the housework too. I used to think Charmaine was on a mission to rehabilitate him so that Mum would take him back. I don’t know if that would have worked; Mum had always seemed to love all that domestic stuff. After reading the Swoosie letters I could see why. She wanted to create the kind of home she didn’t have – a home like Sarah’s.


  No, it was something else that had driven Mum off, some other part of her that wasn’t fulfilled. Something she hadn’t found with me and Dad, or maybe something she’d lost, something from before.


  I took my coffee and the cordless phone and slunk off to my room. She answered on the fourth ring.


  ‘Hi, Mum? It’s me, Poppy.’


  ‘Hey, Poppy B, what’s up?’


  ‘Nothing much.’


  We went through a few rounds of Interested Mum Questions and Adolescent Grunting, before Mum ended the fun with: ‘So, I’ve got good news.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I booked a flight.’


  I held my breath. ‘You did?’


  ‘I thought about it and I thought, hey, why the heck not? It might be a laugh, right?’


  ‘A laugh?’ I repeated dully.


  ‘The reunion, you duffer.’


  ‘Did you pay for the plane tickets already?’


  ‘Poppy! Isn’t this what you wanted? Why do I feel like I’ve done the wrong thing?’


  I closed my eyes. I had to go through with it now; I couldn’t let India – or Sarah – down. ‘Can you change the dates? Ms Armstrong banned me from The Reunion. So I won’t be able to go with you. It would be better if you came a different weekend. I’ll hardly see you otherwise.’


  ‘Banned you? Why?’


  ‘She thinks I’m a vampire.’


  ‘What!’


  ‘Or she doesn’t. I don’t know. But she doesn’t want me anywhere near her reunion.’


  ‘Well, it’s my reunion too. Do you want me to call her?’


  ‘No! I mean … Do you really think that would help? She’s not exactly your biggest fan. She didn’t even send you an invitation – I had to nick Dad’s.’


  ‘Is that what this is about? Is she punishing you to get to me? Oh bring it, Knickers. I’m not afraid of her.’ I loved Mum for saying ‘bring it’. I wanted to put her and Knickers in a room together and see what would happen.


  ‘No! Mum, it’s not about you. I just … look it’s going to be totally lame. No one’s coming. I think the RSVP list is practically empty.’


  ‘Oh.’ Mum deflated. ‘I was hoping … maybe you’re right. I’d kind of talked myself into it. But yeah. No doubt it will be lame. Just the smug couples, the success stories, the accountants and lawyers … What have I got to show for the last twenty years?’


  I waited.


  ‘Apart from you of course,’ she added (a bit half-heartedly if you ask me). ‘What about Travis? Is he going? Because I was thinking maybe we could … you know … go together. For moral support. Or do you think that would be too weird?’


  Would Mum do a Swoosie? Gust in and propel Dad away from Sarah all over again? ‘I don’t think Dad is too interested in the reunion,’ I said. That wasn’t even a lie. It wasn’t the reunion he was interested in, it was Sarah.


  ‘Oh, well. It was just a thought.’ Mum sounded small and lost, like a child; I willed myself to stay strong. ‘Look, I’ve already bought the tickets. Why don’t we go up and stay with Clementine and her mum for the weekend, you could catch up with all your old mates?’


  ‘No!’ I said, pained. Banned or not, India and I were going to that reunion. There was no way I was missing out on that. But it was even harder than I thought, telling Mum not to come. ‘I can’t. I, um, have a big exam coming up. I’ll be studying all weekend.’


  ‘Okay,’ Mum said, finally getting the message. ‘I’ll see if I can get my money back for the plane tickets. I don’t want to be in anyone’s way.’


  Even though it was the outcome I wanted, even though I knew I should leave it at that, I couldn’t help asking sadly: ‘What about Swoosie?’ Did she want to see Sarah?


  ‘What? How did you …? Oh, that’s right; I forgot I told you about her. Swoosie.’ She said the name like it was a secret spell. But then with a hiss of air she blew it away. ‘Forget I ever said anything about that. Swoosie’s not real, B. She doesn’t exist. She never really did.’


  Chapter 15


  – INDIA –


  ‘Well, what do you think?’


  Mum stepped shyly into the living room.


  I was slouched on the couch in my pyjamas, surrounded by DVDs and chip packets. But it was all a sham. The instant Mum left the house, I was primed to kick-start Operation True-Love: I would scramble into real clothes, pedal furiously to school, and rendezvous with Poppy by the water tanks. Then we’d smuggle ourselves into the gym, ready for action. It was a dangerous mission. If Knickers caught us at her reunion, she’d expel us for sure. If she didn’t spontaneously combust first.


  But before all that, I had to make sure Mum was ready to fulfil her long-delayed destiny.


  Regretfully I shook my head. Mum’s face fell. ‘What’s wrong?’


  ‘Nothing. You look fine. It’s just … you could be on your way to work. This is supposed to be a party. You’re supposed to be on a date.’


  ‘I’m not sixteen anymore, India; I’m nearly forty. I can’t get away with ruffles and flowers at the hip anymore. I was aiming for elegant.’


  I sighed. ‘You might have been aiming for elegant, but you’ve hit boring.’ I rolled off the couch. ‘Come with me.’


  Mum’s bedroom was the same room she’d slept in when she was growing up. When Nana and Pa had gone off on their adventure, she was supposed to move into their room, but she hadn’t got around to it. Poppy was right, Mum was the queen of procrastination. It had taken her twenty years to go out with the boy she liked at high school; moving bedrooms would probably take another twenty. Although I could kind of see her point. Sleeping in the same room your parents have always, you know, slept in is opening yourself up to all kinds of weird emanations.


  I flung open the wardrobe and rummaged. ‘You are such a Virgo, Mum. You might as well be invisible in that black dress.’


  ‘I like it,’ protested Mum. ‘It covers all my lumpy bits.’


  ‘You don’t need to cover them up, you just need to distract from them.’ Mum’s wardrobe was crammed with every piece of clothing she’d ever owned – her old Winter Formal dress was probably in there somewhere. But the only accessible clothes were work suits and sensible shirts. ‘Wait here,’ I ordered, and ran to my room. In a minute I was back with an armful of stuff.


  ‘First, those opaque tights have to go. They look like support stockings. Here, put these on.’


  ‘India! I can’t wear fishnets!’


  ‘Of course you can. Madonna still wears them and you’re fifteen years younger than she is.’


  ‘Madonna’s old enough to know better,’ muttered Mum, but she obediently peeled off the tights and rolled on the fishnets. ‘What difference does it make? No one’ll be able to see them,’ she grumbled. ‘And I’ll get cold legs.’


  ‘You’ll know you’re wearing them,’ I said firmly. ‘It’ll make you feel different. Show me your shoes.’


  I vetoed the sensible black court shoes she’d selected and dragged out her highest strappy sandals from the back of the wardrobe.


  ‘India, I’ll break my neck!’


  But she put them on. She knew I was right; all she needed was permission to let herself be sexy. Once upon a time, she would have got that from Swoosie. Now she had me.


  Next I shook out the red and gold sari I’d worn on the day of the fortune-telling stall, and arranged it around Mum’s shoulders. ‘Now you’re not invisible.’


  Mum twitched the scarf in a feeble protest. ‘Red’s not my colour.’


  ‘It is tonight.’ I produced Poppy’s lipstick and advanced on her. ‘Sit down and keep still.’


  Ten minutes later I stood back and surveyed my work. What Poppy had said to me about looking better with my hair back and some colour in my face was even more true when applied to Mum. But when I tried to put some product in her hair, she shrank back like … well, like a vampire from a bunch of garlic.


  ‘No, no, if you lift my hair up, the grey will show!’


  ‘It’s dramatic, Mum, it looks good, like silver highlights. Anyway,’ I added as I went to work. ‘Travis knows how old you are. You’re not fooling anybody.’


  ‘You’re so bossy, India. You remind me of—’


  Swoosie. I knew what she was going to say, and I knew why she stopped herself. I kept quiet as I worked away on her hair, sweeping it up and back. I could only hope Poppy was right and Mandy really had changed her mind about coming. We couldn’t risk Swoosie ruining this party too; tonight had to be perfect. Poppy and I agreed with Knickers on that, if nothing else.


  At last I let Mum go. She stepped up to the mirror and swished doubtfully from side to side. ‘Hm. All right.’


  ‘Mum, you look gorgeous! Where’s your confidence?’


  ‘I lost the last of that about twenty years ago.’ Suddenly she flopped down onto the bed. ‘Oh, India. Maybe this is a big mistake. Maybe I should call Travis and say I can’t come.’


  ‘Mum! You can’t!’


  She chewed her lip. ‘India, would you do something for me?’ She looked shy. ‘Would you read my cards?’


  I clasped my hands. ‘Are you serious?’


  Mum had always scoffed when I read Nan’s cards, and said it was a load of rubbish; she’d never actually asked for a reading before. We cleared a space on the bed and I tried not to wriggle with anticipation as she shuffled. I knew I had to make this good.


  The first card was Justice. One of those wishy-washy, what-will-be-will-be cards that you can’t do anything with. I took a deep breath and exhaled, staring Mum in the eye. ‘This is an excellent card.’


  ‘Really?’ Mum’s back straightened slightly.


  ‘It means ancient wrongs will be righted. Justice will prevail. Everyone gets what they deserve.’


  ‘Hm,’ said Mum doubtfully. ‘I really just wanted to know if I’ll have a good time tonight.’


  ‘Oh, for sure. Justice is the fun card,’ I assured her.


  The next card was The Wheel of Fortune. Which means practically the same thing as Justice – the wheel of fate, destiny will play out, blah blah blah. I took another deep breath. ‘The Wheel of Fortune is like a Ferris wheel,’ I said. ‘It will carry you to the highest heights of happiness.’


  ‘But what goes up must come down.’ Mum frowned.


  ‘We-ell, eventually. But not tonight.’


  Mum pulled her red and gold shawl tighter round her shoulders. ‘Go on.’


  I was hoping that The Lovers would turn up; even Mum could interpret that. But instead she kept getting dud cards like Strength and Judgement, nothing bad, but nothing that promised eternal happiness. The worst moment was when The Hierophant popped up, in the ‘environment’ position. The Heirophant means repeating mistakes from the past! I couldn’t send Mum off to the Winter Formal – I mean, the Reunion Ball – with that hanging over her.


  ‘Um, um,’ I stuttered. ‘This is, um, he’s very wise. He likes to weigh things up before he decides. He’s—’ I had a burst of inspiration. ‘He’s Travis! Shy but thoughtful.’


  ‘Oh. That’s nice.’ Mum looked pleased.


  The next card was ‘inner emotions’. It was The Chariot, card of journeys and turmoil and panic.


  ‘You might feel nervous,’ I told Mum. ‘But behind the nerves is a real positive energy. You have to hang onto that. Just like the charioteer is hanging onto the reins. Whatever you do, don’t let go!’


  ‘Okay,’ squeaked Mum. She was looking alarmed now.


  I was feeling fairly alarmed myself. As I flipped over the last card, the final solution, I kept thinking of all the bad cards that might appear: The Moon, The Devil, The Tower. I wasn’t sure if even I could talk my way out of The Devil. But thank the stars, it was a good one. I didn’t have to twist the truth even a tiny bit.


  ‘The Sun!’ I punched the air. ‘Oh, that is the perfect party card! It’s all about pleasure and friends and music and enjoying being alive!’ I reached over and hugged her, spilling the cards onto the floor. ‘Go and have fun, Mum! You’ve waited twenty years, this is your night!’


  ‘No pressure then,’ said Mum dryly.


  The doorbell rang, right on cue. I lay back on Mum’s bed with my arms flung above my head, well satisfied. I could hear Travis complimenting Mum in the hallway. Mum murmured happily in response. Operation True-Love was off and running. I jumped up and bounded out to say goodbye.


  Travis looked almost hot for an old dude, all frocked up in a suit, with his shoes polished. I was impressed.


  ‘Nice jarmies,’ he said. ‘Planning a quiet night in, then?’


  ‘Yes, my boyfriend’s temporarily dropped me,’ I told him cheerfully, then remembered I should probably look miserable. ‘Yes,’ I sighed, propping myself listlessly against the doorframe. ‘Staying home. All alone. Just me and the Tim Tams.’


  ‘I should have brought Poppy around. She’s not doing anything either.’


  ‘Oh, India, go on, give her a call!’ exclaimed Mum.


  I gave a mopey kind of shrug, struggling to suppress my inner dismay. Poppy was probably already at the school by now. Was Operation True-Love about to be busted wide open? ‘Maybe later,’ I mumbled.


  Luckily Mum and Travis were too full of the Spirit of Lurve to pursue the issue of their daughters’ entertainment plans. Travis ushered Mum out the door with his hand on her waist, and a minute later I heard the slam of car doors and the engine purring into life.


  Now it was my turn to dress up. Poppy and I had decided on all black, so we could melt into the darkness outside and blend with the crowd once we’d infiltrated the gym. The fact that I never wore black was a minor problem. Fortunately, Mum had heaps of black clothes and some of the older ones were more or less my size. I spent a happy fifteen minutes choosing some black velvet leggings, a low-cut black top, a black tunic, and a totally cool black cloak-thing that I didn’t even know Mum owned, which I found screwed up at the top of the wardrobe.


  I was admiring myself in the mirror when I realised I was seriously late for my rendezvous with Poppy …


  I leapt onto my bike, flinging my cloak around me, and pedalled off into the night. The moon was full; the night was young; my blood was tingling. The spirits were with us. What could possibly go wrong?


  Chapter 16


  – POPPY –


  The gym shook to the beats of glam rock. I hovered round the back of the big brick building, near the bike shed. Where was India? What was taking her so long?


  Finally she rode up, lit by the low, uncommonly large full moon. I leapt out from my hiding spot. In hindsight I probably should have waited till she got off her bike. We wasted precious time untangling our limbs and her…


  ‘India, what are you wearing?’ I asked, hauling her to her feet.


  She twirled her cape. ‘Cool, huh? I found it in my mother’s wardrobe. Who’d have thought? Anyway, you can talk. Is that a dog collar? And wow! Look at your hair!’


  I smoothed down my hair, which I’d greased flat with some of Dad’s man-product. ‘It’s a velvet choker. It used to be my mother’s. I thought we might need to look dressed up, to blend in.’


  India nodded. ‘Me too.’ This was India’s version of dressed up? The classic thing was that, even if I pointed out to her exactly what was weird about her whole ensemble, she would just shrug it off. It must be nice to live in her head. ‘So are they here yet?’ she asked.


  ‘Yes, but it’s a disaster! Dad was dragged away by a bunch of men with very thick necks before he and Sarah even got into the gym. I managed to climb up onto the roof of the boys’ toilets and peer in the window. The blokes are all slapping each other on the back and drinking beer, and one of them keeps making this gesture.’ I squeezed air-boobs. ‘And Sarah’s stuck in a corner … talking to Knickers!’


  ‘Oh no!’


  ‘We have to get in there.’


  ‘But how? Knickers will see us. Mum will see us. Travis will—’ ‘We’re just going to have to blend in.’


  ‘I know! We could pretend to be waiters again!’


  ‘India, I said blend in. Not draw attention to ourselves with the finesse and grace of an elephant trying to outrun a tsunami.’


  India nodded. ‘Fair call.’


  ‘Look, we’ll just walk in and mingle. What with the waiters and the choir and the school band and the trophy wives, we’ll fit right in.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said India doubtfully. ‘You could be with the choir.’


  ‘And you could totally be a trophy wife.’


  We stared at each other. Somewhere a cricket chirped.


  ‘Okay, back way.’


  ‘The gym has a back way?’


  ‘By back way, I mean front way,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’


  We slunk along the side of the gym. India peered around the corner. ‘Shoot!’ she hissed. ‘What are they doing here?’ Forrest and Daniel were standing together at the door, both in black suits, their hands clasped together over their private parts. A group of kids walked up, obviously dressed for the choir, with their long satin robes. Even so, Daniel looked their names up in a book before he let them through.


  ‘Oh, you’re freaking kidding me. They’re the bouncers?’


  ‘No, no. This is good. This could work for us,’ India said.


  ‘Forrest will never let us—’


  ‘Shush!’ India focused on Daniel.


  ‘See if you can get him away from Forrest. We’ll have more chance with him on his own.’


  India giggled.


  ‘What?’


  ‘I’m telling him he looks like James Bond in that suit.’


  ‘India! This is serious.’


  ‘Oh, sorry. Okay.’ She squinted. ‘Done.’


  Daniel called out to Forrest, ‘Did you hear something?’


  Forrest shook his head.


  ‘I’m just going to check. Strong-Arm will string us up if any of the black-listeds get in.’


  When he was within earshot, India hissed at him. ‘Daniel, come here.’


  ‘India!’ He couldn’t help himself, bless him. His face lit up. Then he saw me, and he rearranged his expression into something more suspicious, though I could tell he was still glad to see India. ‘What are you two up to? Strong-Arm gave us strict instructions not to let you in. You’re public enemy number one. Well, you’re number one, Poppy. India’s number two, but I’m sure you were a close second.’ He patted India kindly on the shoulder. Then he remembered he wasn’t supposed to be talking to her. He glanced furtively around. ‘It will be more than our lives are worth if she catches you here.’


  ‘I can’t believe you’re working for her,’ I said, giving his arm a little punch.


  ‘Ow!’ Daniel rubbed his arm. ‘Have you ever tried saying no to her? Her Power of Suggestion is even better than India’s. She ambushed Forrest and me in the hall and asked us if we owned suits. It seemed like an innocent question.’


  ‘It’s true,’ India said. ‘I’ve never been able to bend her will. I suspect she might have a touch of the dark arts about her.’


  ‘You need to let us in,’ I said.


  ‘I can’t. Anyway, I’m not talking to you, remember?’


  We were all so busy whispering fiercely at each other that none of us noticed Forrest approaching.


  ‘Daniel, there you are.’ India, Daniel and I all jumped guiltily. Forrest narrowed his eyes when he saw us. ‘You. I might have known. Stay strong, Daniel-san.’


  ‘They wanna go inside,’ Daniel muttered. I knew India was still working her mojo on him. But I also knew Forrest would be like a feedback loop, shrieking into Daniel’s brain.


  ‘Well they can’t.’ Forrest glared at me.


  I glared back.


  ‘Isn’t this what you wanted?’ India said. ‘Poppy and I are friends now. We’re on a joint mission.’


  Forrest crossed his arms. ‘What kind of mission?’


  I scowled. ‘Don’t tell him.’


  ‘We’re here to change destiny,’ India said. ‘We’re here to right a terrible wrong that was committed twenty years ago.’


  ‘Are you talking about time travel?’ asked Daniel. ‘Because it’s really not a good idea.’


  ‘Oh no!’


  ‘It never turns out well,’ Daniel insisted.


  I had seen her, a solitary figure walking towards the gym. My legs turned to jelly. Without thinking I clutched India’s arm for support, and felt some of her strength flow into me, keeping me anchored to the task at hand.


  India followed my gaze. Her mouth snapped open. ‘Isn’t that …? Wow. I can’t believe she’s here. Really here.’


  I knew how India felt. I’d been a bit like that around Sarah. Being in the presence of a Swoosie, especially one that wasn’t your mother, was like being in the presence of a great historical figure – Marie Antoinette or Joan of Arc or Princess Diana.


  ‘Who?’ Forrest said. ‘What is going on?’


  ‘See that lady walking across the quadrangle?’ I hissed at Daniel and Forrest. ‘Stall her. You cannot let her inside.’ I threw a desperate look at India.


  Forrest grabbed my arm. ‘You’re coming with me. We’re working this thing out once and for all.’ He looked at Daniel. ‘Do what you like, man. Help them or not. I don’t care.’


  ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll come with you on one condition. We go inside.’


  Forrest shook his head. ‘How do you always get your own way, Poppy?’


  ‘You two, stall my mum; get rid of her if you can. She can’t see me, I told her I’d be home studying. India, I’ll meet you inside. I’ll keep an eye on Sarah, just in case Mandy – I mean Mum – slips through.’


  ‘Look after her,’ India told me, her eyes wide. ‘Mum’s been so happy. This could set her back years.’


  I threw my arms around India and gave her a tight squeeze. ‘It’s going to be fine. Team Sarah,’kay? This is her night.’


  Forrest steered me to the door of the gym. I threw a glance over my shoulder. Mum was standing indecisively, looking around at the school buildings, biting her thumbnail. She seemed very small all of a sudden, and older. After reading the letters and seeing the photos at school, I’d been half expecting her to be seventeen again. The part of me that was still a little girl longed to run up to her, to throw my arms around her and call her ‘Mummy’. It was hard to believe that she was the same person who stole Terra Fabula away from Swoosie all those years ago.


  ‘Come on,’ I said to Forrest, grimly. I still had a mission. We slipped inside. I gasped. It was eerily the same as how I’d pictured the Winter Formal. In the middle of the room was a giant mirror ball. Coloured lights were fixed to the struts all along the ceiling. There was music pumping and a strange smell of armpit sweat, perfume and anticipation in the air. But instead of hormone-primed teenagers there were lots of tragic, saggy middle-aged couples in way too tight clothes, moving desultorily from one foot to another. I looked around for Dad and Sarah. Sarah was nowhere to be seen, but Dad was talking to a blond, weathered man in a very expensive suit with deliciously caramel facial hair. Actually, peering closer, I thought I recognised him from one of the afternoon soaps. Or maybe he just had famous-looking eyebrows.


  ‘Let’s get this straight,’ Forrest said. ‘I’m not working for you.’


  ‘I know. But I have to find Sarah.’


  ‘You mean India’s mum? Why? What’s going on?’


  I gave him a brief history of Swoosie, still scanning the gym.


  ‘I don’t get it,’ Forrest said at the end of the story.


  ‘What’s not to get? Mandy stole Terra Fabula away from Sarah. We’re stealing him back.’ It was convenient, this split between Mandy and Mum. If I’d had to say the word Mum right then, I don’t think I could have kept the wobble out of my voice.


  ‘But it was twenty years ago. It was high school.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘Well … don’t you think there’s been a lot of water under the bridge since then?’


  ‘Mandy broke Sarah’s heart. She wrecked everything. And for what? It’s not like she and Travis lived happily ever after.’


  ‘But they had nearly twenty years together, Poppy. They had you.’


  I stared at him. ‘I thought, of anyone, you …’


  ‘I what?’


  ‘Well, what about our relationship? It was all so important to you. It was all so serious. How can you say Swoosie was just high school? As if what happens in high school doesn’t matter?’


  ‘How can you say that it does? If you don’t believe in the future, why are you so desperate to change it?’


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Knickers on the move.


  I clasped Forrest, burying my face in his jacket. But Knickers was a woman with a Reunion. She barely glanced at us.


  Forrest stepped back. ‘You’re not my girlfriend anymore, Poppy. We haven’t made up.’ All the oxygen went out of me. He kept talking. ‘For all your talk of being in the moment, you’re stuck in the past, whether it’s at Mount Diamond High, or the mythical land of Swoosie. That’s your real problem. Forget the future; it’s the present you don’t want to commit to.’


  I pressed my lips together and blinked back tears.


  ‘Look, do what you like. I’m not stopping you. Just don’t get me into any more trouble, okay?’


  Tears would have to wait for later. Right now I needed to find Sarah.


  Chapter 17


  – INDIA –


  ‘Let me do the talking,’ I hissed to Daniel. Though it wasn’t necessary. He had that bewildered-rabbit expression on his face.


  I grabbed his arm and we hurried over to intercept Mandy.


  She looked freakily like Poppy: the same tiny frame, the same big eyes and messy cloud of hair, the same pointy, determined face. And, like Poppy, she had a strong aura of positive energy. It crackled around her like electricity. I could understand why Mum had wanted to be friends with her all those years ago. I could almost understand why Travis hadn’t been able to resist her.


  I called to her across the courtyard. ‘Hi! Are you here for the reunion?’


  Mandy nodded and glanced uncertainly toward the throbbing gym.


  I gave her a warm smile. ‘We’re the welcoming committee. We’re in charge of the reunion tour.’


  ‘Oh, I don’t think …’ Mandy edged back. She shot a nervous look at Daniel. His face was frozen in a ghastly, grinning mask. At least he was obeying my orders to keep quiet.


  ‘Ms Armstrong insisted. Every former student to be given a guided tour down memory lane.’


  Mandy grimaced. ‘Why does that not surprise me?’


  ‘This way!’ I sang out, and seized her arm. ‘First stop, the library.’ It was the furthest place I could think of.


  I propelled her across the courtyard, away from the gym and into the Senior Building, where the lights were blazing. I could sense a certain resistance coursing through Mandy’s elbow, but she came.


  ‘The Principal’s office, the Vice Principal’s office. That’s Knick— I mean Ms Armstrong’s office now.’


  Mandy shook her head. ‘Bizarre …’ She paused in front of the photos. Presumably this was the reason Ms Armstrong had left the lights on in the foyer. ‘Oh my gooodness. Is that …’


  I peered over her shoulder. She was gazing at a photo of herself and Sarah and Travis. It was the Winter Formal committee from twenty years ago.


  ‘Oh my goodness,’ I echoed faintly. The two of us stood transfixed, staring. They looked so … young. All the wrinkles and grey hair and lumpy bits were smoothed out. In a strange way, it made them look unfinished, as if they’d been taken out of the oven too soon.


  Daniel tugged at my sleeve and hissed in my ear. ‘India, what are we doing? We’re not really going back in time, are we?’


  I left Mandy examining the photo wall and pulled Daniel into a corner behind the potted palm. ‘I told you, we’re righting an ancient wrong. Twenty years ago, my mum was in love with Poppy’s dad. But Mandy snatched him away. Now Mum and Travis are on the verge of getting together again, and she turns up to spoil everything, like the evil fairy.’


  Daniel looked puzzled. ‘But why would she want to spoil everything? I thought Poppy’s parents had split up. Why would she care?’


  ‘Because—’ For a second I struggled to answer. But then I noticed Mandy shifting restlessly from foot to foot.


  ‘I think I’ll head over to the party now,’ she said.


  ‘No, no, wait! The tour’s not over!’ I rushed at her. ‘You haven’t seen the library yet, or the art room, or the labs.’


  ‘I wasted enough hours of my life in those labs when I was at school; I’m not that keen to see them again. Maybe we could skip the tour?’


  ‘Okay, but there’s one place you have to see. Please.’


  Mandy sighed, and checked her watch. ‘Well … okay. Just one place.’


  ‘It’s a surprise. Close your eyes.’


  Mandy gave me a suspicious look. But she shut her eyes. I was glad I could bend her will at least slightly. I motioned to Daniel to hand over his tie. He gaped at me blankly. I had to wrestle it off him.


  ‘What!’ Mandy tried to fend me off as I blindfolded her. I’m stronger than I look.


  ‘I don’t trust you, I’m afraid,’ I told her sadly.


  Mandy stiffened. ‘What did you say your name was?’


  ‘Up the stairs!’ I cried cheerfully, ignoring her question. ‘Daniel, you’d better grab Mandy’s hand.’


  Mandy asked sharply, ‘How do you know my name?’


  ‘India’s psychic,’ said Daniel reverently.


  I scowled at him. What if Mandy knew that Sarah had a daughter called India? Way to blow my cover, Daniel-san. I sent him strong telepathic disapproval, and he stumbled on the step. But Mandy didn’t seem to react to the name.


  I said, ‘Ms Armstrong made us study the yearbook photos.’


  Mandy’s arm relaxed slightly beneath my hand. ‘Oh. I guess that makes sense.’


  ‘Step up!’ I urged her onward. The upper floors were in darkness, but moonlight streamed through the windows, bathing the corridors in a silvery glow.


  ‘More stairs?’ Mandy frowned. ‘Where are we going?’


  ‘India …’ faltered Daniel. ‘I’m not sure this is a good idea.’


  ‘We’re going somewhere full of memories.’ I gripped Mandy’s arm tightly. ‘A storehouse of memories, you might say.’


  I led her into the attic and whipped off the blindfold. She blinked in the moonlight; her hair tousled, and stared around her. Then she laughed. ‘I do remember this place. I used to kiss boys up here.’


  ‘Kissing boys? Is that all you ever think of?’ I threw back my cloak and planted my hands on my hips. ‘Don’t you remember something else hidden in this room? Some letters, for example? Does that ring a bell, Swoosie?’


  Mandy flinched as if I’d slapped her in the face. ‘What do you know about Swoosie?’


  ‘We found the letters; they were right here in this room. I know everything.’


  ‘So she hid the letters here?’ Mandy gazed around, her heart-shaped face pale in the moonlight, and she laughed again, a bitter little laugh that caught in her throat. ‘That’s so like Sarah. She didn’t want to keep them, but she couldn’t bear to destroy them either.’ She looked straight at me. ‘Are you Sarah’s daughter?’ she asked quietly. ‘What did she tell you?’


  ‘She hasn’t told me anything. We found the letters; we worked it all out for ourselves. We’re not going to let you wreck everything all over again.’ My cloak fell back as I raised my arms. ‘It’s time for you to confront your crimes. I am your nemesis. I am Justice!’


  ‘Er … India?’ whispered Daniel.


  Mandy was staring at me as if she couldn’t decide whether to burst into giggles or fall to her knees and beg for mercy.


  Then, without warning, there was a thunder of feet on the stairs and Chelsea Wojcinski, Kaitlyn, Neve and half a dozen members of the football team erupted into the attic.


  ‘Don’t move!’ shrieked Chelsea.


  Everyone froze, including the footballers.


  ‘Omigod. It’s totally, like, true!’ whispered Chelsea. ‘The half-vampire sacrifice …’


  Instinctively I wound Daniel’s tie round my hands and snapped it tight. ‘What are you doing here?’


  ‘We’re on patrol. We came to make sure you weren’t up to anything. I can’t believe you’re actually here.’ Chelsea’s eyes darted from me – all in black, my cloak thrown back, and the tie flexed between my hands, to Mandy shrinking from me in the moonlight, to Daniel crouched in the shadows.


  Rudi, Chelsea’s footballer boyfriend, turned to Mandy. ‘So, are you the virgin?’


  ‘What?’ said Mandy.


  Suddenly Daniel sprang into action. ‘Run, India, run!’ he yelled, and with no thought for his personal safety, he hurled himself at Rudi’s rock-hard (I’m guessing) stomach, and knocked him to the ground.


  I sprinted for the door. Mandy was hot on my heels. Kaitlyn grabbed my cloak and I heard a long, agonising rip as I tore myself free and bolted down the stairs.


  ‘After them!’ Chelsea screamed, but the noise of following footsteps was strangely slow and reluctant.


  I pelted along the darkened second floor corridor and ducked into a classroom. Mandy was right behind me. We pressed ourselves against a wall, fighting for breath.


  Mandy slid me a sidelong glance. ‘Vampires?’ She whispered.


  ‘Half-vampires,’ I corrected her. ‘Some crazy rumour. Chelsea’s really weird. She probably thinks she’s Buffy or something. I don’t know why she’s targeted me.’


  ‘Hm,’ said Mandy, eyeing my all-black outfit and my flowing cloak.


  I gazed anxiously upward. ‘I hope Daniel’s okay.’ Some faint scuffling sounds came from the stairwell. I heard Chelsea say, ‘Okay, let him go.’


  ‘He must really love you,’ said Mandy.


  ‘Oh, yes, he does.’


  We waited in the dark for the last of the noise to die down. It was almost like having Poppy beside me; it didn’t feel as if Mandy was an adult at all. Maybe we really had gone back in time and she was my age again.


  At last Mandy whispered, ‘I think the coast is clear.’


  We tiptoed out into the deserted corridor. And I could see in the moonlight that Mandy wasn’t sixteen after all. She was smiling, and all around her eyes were crow’s-feet.


  ‘Well,’ said Mandy. ‘I don’t know what that was all about, but it was fun.’


  ‘Can I ask you something? Why did you run, just now? Why didn’t you let Chelsea rescue you?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Mandy, perplexed. ‘I just felt … as if I was on your side.’


  With that, all the fight went out of me. My shoulders slumped. I couldn’t think of any more delaying tactics. Short of actual vampire-sacrifice. And any urge I’d had to punish Mandy had completely disappeared.


  ‘So is the magical mystery tour over? Can we go to the party now?’


  ‘Yeah,’ I said quietly. ‘Let’s go to the party.’


  It was out of my hands. Destiny had to play out as the spirits willed.


  But Mandy was hesitating. ‘Is – is Sarah at the reunion?’


  I shrugged. ‘Yeah. Hiding in a corner.’


  Mandy half-smiled. ‘Oh, Swoosie, Swoosie.’ She put her shoulders back. ‘Will you come in with me? For moral support?’


  ‘Oh, I’m not supposed to. I’ve been banned. Ms Armstrong won’t let me in.’


  ‘Who, Knickers?’ Mandy looked scornful. ‘Well, I’ve never let Knickers boss me around before, and I’m not starting now. And I say you’re with me. Come on.’


  Chapter 18


  – POPPY –


  I edged around the room, scanning for Sarah. Suddenly the music stopped, and the lights dimmed. A spotlight switched on and swung clumsily across the crowd to cast a large circle of light over the stage. Knickers hovered at its centre. She was wearing one of those headpiece microphones. Her gaze swept across the room, and everyone fell into an obedient, expectant silence.


  THE REUNION SPEECH THAT WAS TWENTY YEARS IN THE MAKING:


  Twenty years ago, I was voted your Vice Captain. Most of you probably thought that this role finished at the end of Year 12, when we all moved on to bigger and brighter things. Only those of us who held office knew the truth: that this role would last a lifetime and that one of our sworn duties as class officers would only be fulfilled tonight, at this,


  [step forward, raise hands in the air, lift face to the light] our twenty-year high-school reunion.


  [pause for applause]


  Now, of course, the responsibility was not solely mine, it also belonged to your class Captain, Jenny Malone. Unfortunately Jenny could not find time in her busy schedule to help with the plans … I guess you all should have thought of that twenty years ago when you elected her Captain.


  [pause for maniacal laugh]


  Just kidding. Great to see you here tonight, Jenny. Let’s keep in touch, okay? Pregnant again? How precious.


  [pause to smile like the bad fairy at the christening, just before she gives her gift]


  It’s wonderful to see so many familiar faces. We appreciate those who have travelled a long way to be here tonight. Cathy’s come all the way from Bendigo, and Andrew Smith flew in from South Australia only hours ago! We also have a few people who sadly could not be with us, some because of other commitments, and others because of more tragic circumstances. However, I am sure they wouldn’t want us to dwell on that tonight.


  [clap hands to dispel any restless spirits]


  Because this is a night of magic, a night where memories come alive. A night where the future rubs shoulders with the past, and where the only ghosts that walk among us are our own younger, more naive selves. Twenty years ago we were gathered in this very gymnasium for another special event – our Winter Formal. And for that reason, I’d like to see all of you up here right now on the dance floor again, with the partner of your choice, to kick off a night of Electric Dreams.


  [Music! Lights!]


  So in the end Travis and Sarah didn’t need me to get them up on the dance floor together. The whole thing was far more skilfully executed by Nicole Knickers Strong-Arm Armstrong while I skulked around in the shadows trying to be invisible.


  I let a single tear trickle down my cheek. I was feeling sad about Forrest. I wanted my mum. And it was kind of moving and beautiful in a creepy sort of way, seeing all those old ugly people dancing together.


  I watched as Travis approached Sarah, took her by the hand and led her out onto the dance floor. So my work was done, right? They were dancing together. But I couldn’t quite leave it at that. After all, they’d danced together at the Winter Formal too. At the moment this was just history repeating itself. And any minute my mother could walk through that door and everything could play out exactly as it had before. Well, kind of. Did I think my dad would fall back in love with her? I wasn’t sure about that. But I did think that Mandy might scare Sarah off forever, like a timid bush creature.


  No, they needed help, fast. There was something missing, some vital ingredient. And suddenly I knew exactly what it was.


  I pushed through the dancing couples, keeping my head low so Knickers wouldn’t see me. I made my way to the back of the stage where Mr Roach, the science teacher, was playing DJ.


  ‘Do you take requests?’


  He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got all the tracks preprogrammed,’ he said. ‘I’m under very strict instructions.’


  ‘I think it’s going to be on your list.’ I suspected Knickers had programmed the song list to perfectly replicate the Winter Formal. She was that loony. I told him the name of the song and he scanned through the tracks on his computer.


  Sure enough: ‘It’s on there,’ he said. ‘But it’s scheduled to come later in the night.’


  ‘Please. You have to play it now. It’s urgent.’


  He shrugged. ‘Poppy, I’d love to help you out. You’re one of my brightest sparks. But come on, it’s The Reunion. We had a special meeting about this. We had several special meetings. About this very issue alone.’


  I stepped back. I took a breath. Do it, I ordered him by the power of Swoosie. Play the song. I stared at him until I felt dizzy.


  He flashed me a tortured look, rubbed his bald head, then pulled his microphone closer to him. ‘Here’s one for all the Groovy Lovers tonight.’ And the lilting piano intro started.


  Thank you, I mouthed.


  I watched Sarah and Dad from my vantage point up on the stage. There was magic in the gym. The ghost of Swoosie brushed through the room as Travis and Sarah stepped closer together. I could see Dad murmuring the lyrics as they swayed, holding each other. Sarah’s eyes were closed. They didn’t look seventeen again. They looked like themselves. They looked happy.


  The balance of the universe was restored, I guess.


  I slipped off the stage and melted into the crowd. I was ready to find India and my mum.


  I was almost at the front door, and ready to make a run for it, when someone stepped in front of me. It was Knickers. She stared down at me.


  ‘I can explain,’ I squeaked.


  ‘Look at them,’ she said. ‘They look happy, don’t they?’


  I nodded.


  ‘You wouldn’t want to do anything to disturb that now, would you?’


  ‘Behave disturbingly? No. Not at all.’


  ‘Good. I think it’s time for you to leave. Go quietly, and I’ll forget I ever saw you. I don’t want anything to spoil my perfect night.’


  ‘Okay. I was leaving anyway, I promise.’


  She ushered me towards the door. I took one lingering glance back through the moving couples at Sarah and Dad, still snuggled up.


  Suddenly Knickers froze.


  ‘Amanda Goose,’ she hissed through her teeth.


  Mum and India were slipping through the door.


  ‘Poppy?’ Mum said.


  ‘What are you doing here?’ Knickers demanded. ‘Who invited you?’


  ‘It’s her reunion too,’ India pointed out.


  But Mum had stopped just inside the door. She’d heard the song. Inside I was spinning, like a movie camera suddenly wheeling around to shoot the scene from a different point of view. I was seeing through Mum’s eyes. Dad wasn’t just some guy she’d hooked up with at the formal. He’d been her partner for nearly twenty years. Together they’d made me. A lot of water had passed under the bridge.


  ‘Mum, I’m so sorry.’


  India heard the song too, and met my eyes. It’s okay, she told me with her mind. It’s going to be okay.


  How can you be so sure? I asked her.


  She tilted her head. I just know.


  Mum looked past me, through the dancing couples, to Sarah and Dad. Dad was still singing along with Phil Collins. Sarah’s eyes were still closed.


  ‘I’m not here to make trouble,’ Mum said, but I don’t know who she was talking to – Knickers? India? Me? She took a step backwards.


  India clutched her arm. ‘Don’t go, Mandy,’ she murmured.


  That was when Chelsea burst through the doors, followed by a raggle-taggle bunch of vigilantes. And then Forrest, supporting a somewhat bedraggled Daniel.


  ‘Daniel!’ India cried.


  ‘Vampires!’ Chelsea gasped at Knickers.


  India clutched Daniel. He gazed at her, starry-eyed. Forrest and I met eyes for a moment. I half smiled at him. He nodded curtly and looked away.


  All of us – me, India, Daniel, Forrest, Mum, Knickers, Chelsea and the others – stood, waiting for what was going to happen next.


  From across the room I heard a scream. The whole room went quiet, except for that one voice. Even the music seemed to have stopped. Dad stood alone in the middle of the room with the colour draining from his face. Sarah parted the crowd as she pushed towards us.


  ‘Swoosie!’ Sarah cried. ‘Swoosie. It’s you.’


  She and Mum fell into each other’s arms. I couldn’t tell whose voice was whose as they wept and laughed, saying over and over, ‘Swoosie, Swoosie, I can’t believe it’s you.’


  Chapter 19


  – INDIA –


  Somehow it was decided that we’d all go back to our place.


  Mandy and Poppy climbed into the back of Travis’s car, with Mum in the front.


  ‘Come on, India, can’t you squish in, too?’ Mandy called. We had so bonded over our narrow escape from the vampire slayers.


  Poppy looked worried. ‘What about our bikes?’


  ‘I’ll walk them to India’s house,’ offered Daniel. I hadn’t used mind power on him or anything. Impulsively I rushed over and gave him a hug, and he hugged me back so hard it hurt. Apparently he was my boyfriend again. As if he’d ever stopped.


  ‘You sure, mate?’ said Travis. ‘We could find room for you somewhere.’ Maybe he was nervous about being a lone male with so many women. He seemed slightly lost, as if he wasn’t sure what his role in the drama was, now that the Swoosies had found each other again.


  Already Mandy and Mum had started their own reunion. Mum was twisted round in her seat while Mandy leaned forward, both talking at once, tripping over each other’s sentences. Travis caught Daniel’s eye, hoping for a bit of man-to-man sympathy. But as long as he and I were together again, Daniel didn’t care about anything else.


  ‘I’ll be fine,’ Daniel assured him. ‘Are the bikes locked up?’


  ‘Mine’s not,’ I whispered so Mum wouldn’t hear and tell me off.


  Poppy handed over her key to Daniel and he set off stoically to liberate the bicycles and guide them home.


  I clambered in beside Poppy. She twisted round to stare out the back window.


  ‘Forrest?’ I whispered.


  She nodded, and twisted back. ‘He’s gone.’


  ‘He’ll be back.’


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  ‘But I see you together. In the future …’


  Poppy gave me a weary smile and shook her head.


  I fumbled for her hand and gave it a squeeze. Neither of us spoke the rest of the way home. We couldn’t have got a word in anyway, with Mandy and Mum shrieking away.


  Mandy screamed when she stepped through our front door.


  ‘Swoose! It’s exactly the same!’


  Mum flushed, embarrassed. ‘I know, it’s awful, I keep meaning to renovate but I don’t know where to start …’ Her voice trailed away as she glimpsed the wreckage of her clothes-strewn bedroom through the half-open door. She darted across the hallway and banged the door shut before anyone could see.


  ‘But Sarah, I love it. You know I’ve always loved this house.’ Mandy moved deeper inside, exclaiming over Nana and Pa’s faded prints, the wallpaper, the yellow-glass light fitting, greeting them like old friends. ‘Can I make anyone a cup of tea?’ she called over her shoulder.


  ‘I bought a bottle of Baileys,’ said Mum. For some reason she was blushing. ‘Just in case.’


  Just in case … She meant, just in case she and Travis came back here after the ball for hot kissing! Urgh! I mean, I guess that was what I wanted; it was the intended outcome of Operation True-Love, after all. But I didn’t want to know about it.


  ‘Let’s break out the Baileys,’ said Travis. ‘Please.’ It was the first time he’d spoken since he’d bundled us all into the car and sped away from the wrath of Knickers Armstrong. He loosened his tie and headed for the living-room.


  Mum shot his back a helpless look. ‘I’ll just be a minute,’ she said, and disappeared into her bedroom. Maybe she was preparing the boudoir for later. Just in case.


  ‘Can we have some Baileys, too?’ Poppy asked hopefully.


  ‘Please?’ I said. ‘It’s been a stressful night.’


  ‘Absolutely not,’ said Mandy. ‘You two can have hot chocolate.’ She vanished into the kitchen.


  Poppy and I rolled our eyes at each other.


  ‘Your dad might say yes?’ I suggested. ‘If we get him on his own.’


  ‘Nah. Let’s help Mum. We might find out some secret Swoosie business.’


  ‘You read my mind.’


  Poppy grabbed my hand, and we went into the kitchen together. Mandy was bouncing around opening cupboards and extracting canisters. ‘Tea, mugs, hot chocolate, sugar bowl …’ She put her hand over her eyes and pointed to the top cupboard. ‘Tall blue vase, Don Bradman biscuit tin, and the bowl with the horses round the rim.’


  ‘Wow,’ I said, impressed. ‘Are you psychic too?’


  She laughed. ‘No. But I used to practically live here.’ She turned away to fill the kettle. ‘When I first set up house, I even arranged my cupboards the same way your Nana did. This was my idea of the perfect home.’


  ‘Do you …’ I had to ask, but now it came to the point, it was harder than I expected. This kind of thing was so much easier with tarot cards spread between you. ‘Mum and Travis – do you mind?’ Poppy was leaning against the bench, turning a spoon over in her hand, as if she was shy of her own mother. But I could tell she was listening hard for the answer.


  ‘It’s strange,’ admitted Mandy. ‘It might have been nice to have some warning.’ She avoided looking at Poppy – like mother, like daughter. ‘Do you still have that big brown teapot?’ She scanned the shelves, and dragged over a chair to lift it down. ‘You know, the person who’s right for you at seventeen won’t necessarily be the right person forever.’ She swilled out the teapot with hot water. ‘Travis and I had nearly twenty wonderful years, and we’ve got Poppy. But it’s time for me to start a new chapter. Time to have some of the adventures I missed twenty years ago. Don’t get me wrong,’ she added, ‘Poppy, you were an adventure, too – and you still are.’


  ‘Tell me about it,’ I said.


  Poppy looked at me and grinned, though her eyes were pink and sad round the edges.


  ‘It’s not that I stopped loving you. Either of you. I want to travel, to study, to make and do,’ Mandy said pleadingly to Poppy. ‘I want to explore what’s out there. Find out who I am when I’m not someone’s daughter, or mother, or partner. Does that make sense?’


  Poppy shrugged, still turning the spoon over and over.


  ‘Do you mean you’re like the Fool?’ I asked. ‘You’re just beginning your journey?’


  ‘No,’ said Mandy firmly. ‘The years I had with Travis were my journey, too, and so were the years before that, however miserable they were. This is a new stage of the trip, that’s all.’


  She went over and put her arms around Poppy’s neck. I couldn’t hear what she whispered in her daughter’s ear. Two fat tears rolled down Poppy’s face as Mandy rested her lips on her forehead.


  Mum came back with something in her hand.


  I yelped. ‘Is that a letter? Let me see!’ I tried to snatch it but Mum held it out of reach.


  ‘India! This is for Swoosie.’ She creased it nervously between her fingers as she looked at Mandy. ‘I wrote this after India was born, when I found out you’d had a baby, too. I always wished I’d been brave enough to send it.’


  Trust Mum to hang onto an unsent letter for sixteen years. She must have been hunting for it in the bedroom.


  Mandy hesitated, then held out her hand. Mum passed her the letter and we all watched as she ripped it open and began to read. I glanced at Mum; she was crying silently. Mandy was soon crying too. Without looking, she reached out one arm to Mum, and they read the letter together, arms round each other, with tears sliding down their faces.


  Side by side, an unspoken team, Poppy and I finished making the tea and the hot chocolates. I watched in the darkened glass of the window as Mandy folded the letter and tucked it carefully into her handbag. Poppy and I glanced at each other. I know we were both wondering if we would ever get to read it. Mandy wiped her eyes, picked up the rattling tea tray and walked out.


  The doorbell chimed.


  ‘Daniel,’ I said.


  ‘I’ll get it,’ said Poppy quickly. She must have picked up my telepathic message that I wanted a minute alone with Swoosie — I mean, Mum. Poppy slipped out just as I heard Mandy shriek from the other room: she must have seen the half-destroyed breakfast bar.


  Mum blew her nose on the tea towel.


  ‘Mum!’


  ‘I’ll disinfect it,’ she said. ‘Give me a break.’


  ‘So …’ I flicked the peeling edge of the laminex bench top. ‘Does this mean you’ve forgiven Mandy?’


  Mum looked startled. ‘Forgiven her?’


  ‘For stealing Travis. For breaking your heart.’


  ‘Oh, India!’ She looked like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Instead she gave me a hug. ‘I didn’t break my heart over Travis Finn. I wasn’t ready for a boyfriend then. I felt sick with nerves every time I had to talk to him, for heaven’s sake. Oh, I liked the idea of it, but really I just wanted to keep up with Swoosie and her eight and a half boys or whatever it was. I was in love with love. Not Travis, though I thought I was suffering real heartache at the time.’ She pulled away and wiped her eyes with the tea towel. ‘It was your father who really broke my heart.’ A wistful, faraway look came into her eyes.


  My stomach flipped. ‘Really? I thought you hardly knew him.’


  ‘Oh, no. Why did you think that?’


  ‘You’ve never talked about him. I assumed he was … just nobody. An accident.’


  Mum sighed. ‘Oh, sweetheart. No. I should have told you, but I wasn’t sure if …’ She stopped. Then she seemed to make up her mind. ‘Adrian and I did love each other. I loved him so much, and he loved me too. But not in that way. Oh, there was a part of him that wanted to be with me, to have a family. But in the end, that wasn’t … who he was. So we let each other go.’


  ‘Oh,’ I said blankly.


  ‘The last I heard he was singing in a cabaret in Bangkok,’ Mum said.


  ‘Oh,’ I said.


  Mum seized my hands. ‘Everyone said I was mad, India, but I’ve never regretted it, not for a single second. Because if I’d never loved Adrian, I wouldn’t have you.’


  She took a corner of the tea towel and wiped my eyes with it, then kissed me gently on the forehead. ‘Que sera sera. Whatever will be, will be. Isn’t that what your cards say? I don’t know what might happen with Travis. I don’t know if Mandy and I will be friends again. I don’t know if we’ll stay in this house or pull it to pieces. I don’t even know if you and Poppy are going to be expelled for being werewolves!’


  ‘Vampires,’ I said faintly. ‘Half-vampires.’


  ‘You see? Anything’s possible.’ She glanced toward the living-room. ‘We’d better get in there. Do you want to bring your cards? You could tell fortunes for everyone.’


  I thought about it. ‘No,’ I said at last. ‘I don’t need to know. Let’s wait and see.’


  Mum put her arm round me and we squeezed each other tight. Then we went into the living-room, where everyone else was waiting.


  Chapter 20


  – POPPY –


  ‘Can you hold my crucifix? My garlic is slipping down again.’ India yanked the rope necklace strung with garlic out of her top.


  I screwed up my nose. ‘Maybe I am a vampire. That garlic smells rank.’ I helped myself to the bottle of water sticking out of India’s bag, while she looked at herself in the mirror, folding the hair that hung in her face over her eyebrows to see what she’d look like with a fringe. I unscrewed the cap and lifted it to my lips to drink.


  ‘Um, Poppy, you probably shouldn’t drink that.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘It’s holy water!’


  ‘Worried it will burn through my stomach lining?’


  ‘No. But it was sitting in this big urn thing. It didn’t look very sanitary.’


  I sniffed it suspiciously and then put the lid back on. I sighed. ‘We should have brought cupcakes. That would have totally proved we’re not vampires.’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘How long do you think we have to sit out here?’


  India shrugged. ‘Knickers said we had to scotch the rumours once and for all.’


  Miki and Lucy walked past, totally ignoring us as we flashed the mirrors at each other, and went through the rigmarole of holding up our crucifixes and garlic and holy water and exposing our shoulders to the sunlight.


  ‘And that’s why they call her Dingo Danni,’ Miki was saying.


  ‘No! The reason they call her Dingo Danni is because she was raised by dingoes in the Northern Territory.’


  ‘Seriously? Because that would explain so much!’


  ‘She’s totally a beautiful person.’


  ‘Oh totally.’


  ‘Except for that thing … I mean, this is just between you and me …’


  I looked at India.


  ‘I think our work here is done,’ she said. ‘We are yesterday’s news.’


  ‘Looks like.’ I wrapped Charmaine’s heirloom hand mirror in my school jumper and shoved it in my bag. ‘Whaddaya wanna do now?’


  India shrugged. ‘I feel so without purpose. Mum and Travis are happily dating. Swoosie is over. Daniel is talking to me again. Forrest is—’


  ‘Over and done with.’


  ‘And I’ve given up the cards. What shall we do with ourselves?’


  I grabbed her hand. ‘We’ll think of something.’ And we walked through the school grounds together: partners in mischief, fellow caretakers of Swoosie, waitresses of doom, half-vampires (not the blood-sucking half, just the awesome half), daughters of our mothers (and our fathers too), sovereigns of our own destiny.


  ‘You know what? Swoosie isn’t over,’ I told her. ‘She’s here. She’s us.’


  And India knew exactly what I meant.


  – SWOOSIE –


  Dear Mandy,

  



  When I found out you and Travis had had a baby girl, I knew I had to write to you. There have been so many times in the last few years when I’ve picked up a pen, or picked up the phone; so many times when I longed to speak to you. But my courage always failed. I couldn’t have borne it if you’d turned away. But there are things I really need to tell you now.


  The first, but somehow the least important thing, is that I forgive you. I forgave you so long ago that it seems you must know it already. I almost feel as if you should be forgiving me. What happened after the Winter Formal seems like a dream now, so unreal, so distant. I nursed that pain for a long time, but so many things have happened since; I woke up one morning and realised that the hurt was gone. It’s like it happened to different people, as if I’m looking down the wrong end of a telescope.


  I cried when I heard about your baby. Not for the reason you think, not because of Travis; but because I was so happy for you.. I was so happy that we were sharing the same experience, that the world had cracked open and turned inside out for you in the same way it had for me.


  Because I have a little daughter, too. Her name is India; for all the journeys I guess I won’t be making now. Things aren’t going to work out with her father, with Adrian. I thought for a while that I could force us into the shape of a family, but I’m not sure now. I’ve made such a mess of everything.


  But then I look at India, at her perfect little feet, her faraway blue eyes staring dreamily at things only she can see, and I have to believe that somehow it will all work out okay. I have to believe it; I haven’t got the energy or the time to worry about the future, or the past. Babies force you to live right now, in an eternal present. Has it been like that for you, too?


  I’m back living with Mum and Dad; they’ve been amazing. They’ve wrapped us both up in such a blanket of love, they’ve made it so easy to stay. We won’t be here forever, but for now it’s the right place for India and me.


  I wish I could see your baby. Did you call her September Rain, after all? Does she look like you? Does she glare, and curl up her fists, ready to fight the world? I can imagine her so clearly.


  The most important thing I want to tell you is that it was because of you that I decided to keep India, and I need to thank you for that, because already I can’t imagine the world without her in it. You always said you’d have a baby by yourself. And through all the dramas with Adrian, I had that in the back of my mind that if Swoosie could do it, so could I. You made me braver, Mandy; you always helped me see possibilities other people couldn’t see.


  Last night I dreamed that the doorbell rang, and when I opened the door you were standing there with your baby in your arms. And in the dream I was so happy. But when I woke up I was crying.


  I’m not sure where to send this letter. I have a feeling if I post it to your mother’s house, it’ll end up in the bin, and I’m not sure where you and Travis are living now. Maybe I’ll get the chance to send it one day.


  But I want you to know, whatever has happened, whatever happens, no matter how you feel, that I am, and I always will be,

  



  Your Swoosie
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