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            THE ASSEMBLY

         

         On Monday morning Ms Davis stood at the lectern in the assembly hall, looking sombre with her hands clasped, and told us Isaac Calder was dead.

         She didn’t say that exactly, of course. She began with ‘shocking and sad news’, and then used a lot of phrases like ‘tragically passed away’ and ‘losing one of our most beloved students’, as if an entire thesaurus was needed to tell us that on Saturday night Isaac Calder had crashed his car and was now dead. Then she paused so we could all process this news.

         The pause was brief, I think, like the minute’s silence on Remembrance Day except without any trumpets playing ‘The Last Post’, and I could almost see Ruby Chong’s hands twitching involuntarily towards her music case. Ms Davis probably subtly timed exactly sixty seconds behind her lectern before she flowed into a suitably respectful speech about all the ways Isaac was such a stand-up guy, but I was still on pause and didn’t hear anything else. That’s the thing 2about ‘shocking and sad news’. You can make a pause last as long as you want.

         I wasn’t the only one who thought they might need a bit more than the designated minute. There was quite a bit of processing going on while Ms Davis talked crap about ‘Isaac’s school spirit’ and how he was ‘always ready to lend a hand’.

         The majority of the school looked simply shell-shocked, while Isaac’s friends all had the faces of those who had obviously been told this news over the weekend and were now sitting through it again. This time in public. Maybe grieving only counts if other people can see you do it.

         Or maybe they were just following the sound of their dead mate’s name.

         Isaac was a footballer – because the good-looking athletic boys always are – and the team sat in the back row, taking off their guernseys to reveal the black tape already fashioned over their forearms in a mark of respect that looked strangely defiant, like they were itching for a teacher to call them out for a uniform infringement. They sat with their arms tightly crossed so their biceps bulged, a pose they did so often that they did it now without thinking, and their faces were dark and grim. They all looked utterly furious – as if barely suppressed rage was bubbling under their skins like water boiling under a trembling pot lid – and their knees were bouncing with nervous energy. Maybe it’s easier for a dude to be angry than sad, but all I could think about was how exhausting being a guy must be.

         Too exhausting, apparently, because Mickey O’Reilly started to cry. Like really cry, in the way you hardly ever see 3guys do. I watched, mesmerised, as he got all snotty and brought his knuckles to his eyes like a child before leaning his head against the chair in front of him. Most of the boys behind him gave him quick, awkward pats on his back before pulling away, as if unsure whether that was the right response for such an unashamed display of emotion. Maybe they thought it would have been more tactful to pretend it wasn’t happening at all. But Harrison G gruffly put his arm around Mickey’s shoulders, shooting a glare around him as if daring anyone to give him shit for it.

         Everyone else’s initial shock started to wear off and one by one I began to see people experiment with an individual reaction. Ollie Vass had his head buried in his hands, which I thought was a bit rich since Ollie and Isaac barely knew each other, and Roo Perry had an ugly sneer on his face because Roo is the type of weasel who prides himself on hating good-looking, popular guys like Isaac Calder for the sole reason that they’re good-looking and popular. Roo has been punched more times than any other kid at school, and I have a kind of disgusted admiration for the way he continues to smirk through a bloody and broken nose. I vaguely wondered what Roo’s family was like and if his parents knew how universally hated he was. I felt a flash of pity for his unknown mother and father, blissfully unaware of what a rodent they’d raised as they sat around the dinner table. I imagined Roo doing normal things like brushing his teeth and kissing his mum goodnight, and my pity intensified as I visualised his skinny legs in the boxers I was sure he wore to bed.

         Roo glanced at me then and sneered as he caught me staring. I responded the only way I know how, which was to 4blankly stare back until I saw him mutter slut to himself and look away.

         Next to me Reena had – predictably – started to sob, and I remembered Isaac was dead. I automatically patted her arm. Reena wasn’t the only girl crying by any means, though most of them, those who hadn’t really known Isaac, were still just looking appropriately shocked and sad. One or two looked like they were tossing up whether going to the same party as Isaac in Year 10 was enough clout to permit them to let a tear go.

         It wasn’t.

         There was only a small group of girls who had that undisputed right. They were the footballers’ girlfriends and, for those who didn’t want girlfriends, the girls the footballers deigned to make out with on a semi-regular basis. The four of them were crying into each other’s arms, but all eyes were on Grace Reyes.

         The footballer’s girlfriend.

         Grace had collapsed into huge, racking sobs, her beautiful face still beautiful despite the puffy eyes and runny nose, and we all watched as she wiped away tears with the back of her hand, smearing snot across one perfect cheek. You could feel the whole school collectively approve of this raw state of grief, like a unanimous agreement had been reached about what Being Sad was supposed to look like, and Grace, as usual, had nailed the brief. I saw Ms Polliver glance over and discreetly dab her eyes with a hanky.

         Meanwhile Josella was murmuring sympathetically in Grace’s ear, but I’m not sure anyone knows what to say to a girl whose boyfriend has just died, least of all Josella Calloway, 5and Grace’s sobs soon turned into moans. Eventually Ms Davis trailed off in embarrassment, and Ms Polliver took Grace by the elbow and ushered her out of the assembly hall, with Josella trailing after them in her role of supportive best friend. Everyone let out a sigh of compassion – for Grace’s grief, and for Isaac.

         The jealousy I felt was familiar and comforting, so I clung to it. I was not allowed to mourn Isaac. Grief has rules. So does high school. The question was whether grieving for Isaac was yet another rule I was going to break, or if this was the one that would finally break me. 6
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            PART I

            STELLA AND ISAAC8
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            ONE

         

         My name is Stella Wilde and I’m in therapy.

         My mother, who is also in therapy, thinks I should be as proud of this as she is. Which is extremely. She’s stopped short of actually wearing a T-shirt that says I’m In Therapy, Ask Me How! but still manages to name-drop her therapist into pretty much every conversation. Very unfortunately, this is not an exaggeration. Just the other day she spent fifteen minutes telling the poor IT guy, who was trying to update her hard drive, that ‘empowerment is recognising when you need help and asking for it!’ Honestly, if there was a support group for people being supported, she would make me go so I could embrace how wonderful it all is.

         I don’t need to be in therapy, by the way. There is nothing wrong with me. But after a number of events that I still claim are completely unconnected (because they are), my mother has convinced herself that, despite her careful rearing, I’m in more danger of undesirable adolescent behaviours than 10she’d previously suspected. The solution has been to ship me off to therapy once a week to nip it all in the bud before it gets out of hand, as opposed to actually listening when I tell her the only thing that’s wrong with me is being a victim of bad timing.

         The first completely unconnected event happened last year, near the end of Year 10. My father announced that he had met a lovely woman named Yvonne. This was quickly followed by a second announcement that Yvonne was pregnant. By the time the summer holidays rolled around, Dad and Yvonne were married and living in Hong Kong, and, overnight, the father I’d seen every single day for my entire life had turned into a sixteen-digit telephone number that needed an upgraded phone plan if I ever felt like talking to him again.

         When Sophie’s parents got divorced I remember her dad moved into a very sad serviced apartment, her mum lost a lot of weight and started borrowing Sophie’s clothes, and Sophie cried a lot in the crying bathroom at recess, so called because it’s the bathroom girls go into to cry. It all seemed pretty normal and if I’d thought about it, I probably would have assumed that all families would react the same way under similar circumstances.

         They don’t.

         After Dad moved out I waited for Mum to get bitter and start drinking, or at the very least take up with an overly muscled personal trainer or something, but it turns out my mother is full of surprises. What actually happened was that she came home one day and announced she had started seeing a therapist once a week whose name was Dr Petra Pletcher. 11

         ‘Petra Pletcher,’ I repeated.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Your …’

         ‘My therapist. Yes. I’m finding her very helpful,’ said Mum, like she was talking about a new chiropractor.

         ‘Uh huh,’ I said, because I honestly didn’t know what else to say. I mean, I know that in theory parents must have their own shit going on or whatever, but that doesn’t mean their kids have to know about it. It’s the same thing with teachers. My mother telling me she had started seeing a therapist felt about as normal as the time in Year 9 when Reena and I busted our PE teacher in the discount chemist clutching a box of thrush cream, but not nearly as funny.

         It didn’t stop there, either. Mum started to talk like a Pinterest mood board, spouting stuff like ‘self-care’ and ‘safe space’ and ‘the most important person you can fall in love with is yourself’, which I would have found totally hilarious if it wasn’t all a bit tragic.

         And then she suddenly started telling me how much Dad loved me. All the time.

         The first time it happened I had just found a pair of Dad’s boots in the garage and made the mistake of mentioning it.

         ‘Dad didn’t take his camping boots,’ I announced one Saturday morning, coming into the kitchen with them. ‘Can I sell them online? Weren’t they super expensive?’

         Without looking at them, Mum put the boots on the bench behind her. ‘Stella,’ she said seriously, placing her hands on my shoulders. ‘I want you to remember that Dad will always be your father and he will always love you. You know that, don’t you?’ 12

         ‘Yeah,’ I answered, trying not to grit my teeth so hard that she’d notice. ‘So … can I? Sell them?’

         Mum nodded a little too understandingly, and after a few more of these uncomfortable moments I stopped bringing up Dad altogether.

         Of course my dad was always going to be my father. That’s how biology works. But Mum kept eyeing me for signs of a mental breakdown, like cutting off his head in all the family photos or getting really into tarot cards or something. She clearly felt at least one of us should be not coping, and since she was wandering around in the warm glow of Petra Pletcher (and there wasn’t a personal trainer in sight), apparently that person was supposed to be me.

         ‘How about we go on holiday?’ she offered one evening during dinner. ‘Just the two of us! We could visit Charlie!’

         Charlie is my brother. He moved to London as soon as he finished school three years ago. I wondered if Mum was frantically checking up on his coping mechanisms as well, but since Charlie is five years older than me, lives overseas, and has the emotional capacity of a mop, I doubted it.

         ‘Mum,’ I said patiently, ‘I’m fine.’ Then, looking at her over my half-eaten dinner, I added, ‘Is this what you need?’ I made my voice very gentle and mature, just in case she wanted to admit that this whole holiday schtick was more about her than me, and that being left for a knockout like Yvonne wasn’t exactly doing wonders for her self-esteem. And, since she was ‘speaking her truth’, she could confess it was all Petra’s idea anyway. ‘Do you want to go on holiday?’ I continued, keeping my tone very kind. ‘Because you can tell me.’ 13

         ‘Stella, please don’t deflect,’ said Mum, jumping at the chance to use her latest Petra Pletcher buzzword. Last week it had been ‘autonomy’.

         ‘You really don’t have to worry about me,’ I said. ‘I thought I might try to get a part-time job or something,’ I added, even though I hadn’t thought anything of the kind until that moment.

         Mum let out a relieved breath that she immediately tried to turn into an interested and supportive noise. There had been a lot of those lately. ‘Stella, that’s wonderful!’ she said, launching into a list of reasons why. They were all basically the same thing and related to ‘getting my foot on the ladder’. Like my vague plan of getting a summer job was a strategic career move instead of a diversion tactic. But as she talked, I started getting more into the idea. My ‘friends’ – Reena, Sophie and Emma – were all away on holiday, and even though hanging out with them hadn’t exactly been thrilling lately, at least it had been something to do. A part-time job would mean money. And, even more importantly, less opportunity for Mum to hover.

         In any event, Mum clearly thought a job was an excellent way for me to ‘process’, our mother-daughter holiday was thankfully never mentioned again, and I started working at Torque’s, a huge hardware store chain.

         Which led to the next event. I met Jake.

         We were both junior staff, but his knowledge of hardware was far superior to mine. For a start, he had one. And from the moment he patiently explained to me the difference between a flare-nut and flex-head socket wrench, I was smitten. We proceeded to flirt during every single shift, but 14nothing happened until the day I turned sixteen and he kissed me behind a newly stocked shelf of red paint called Devil’s Fool.

         Which was perfectly legal, I might add. And I know exactly how legal it was because I googled it to make sure before I agreed to go over to his apartment a couple of days later. Turns out Google can say it’s okay for a twenty-year-old to hook up with a sixteen-year-old, ‘depending on the circumstances’, but when your mother finds out you’re dating a guy just the slightest bit older than you, it’s not okay at all.

         Mum convinced herself I was a victim of child grooming and decided it was all due to the divorce. She said I’d just confirmed what she’d always suspected, which was that I was ‘traumatised’ and ‘seizing on unhealthy and validating coping mechanisms’, and that I should follow her enlightened example and go and see someone about it.

         I tried to tell her she was overreacting, but I didn’t get very far.

         ‘Age isn’t even a thing at work. You’ve heard me talk about Carol, right? My friend Carol? She’s fifty-three! Which I assumed you would have figured out, since no-one my age is actually called Carol. So why does it matter how old Jake is? We didn’t even talk about it! He thought we were the same age until I told him!’

         ‘Oh, don’t be so naive, Stella,’ snapped Mum, which was completely unfair considering that my supposed naivety was the pillar of her whole argument.

         I didn’t say anything, just glared while Mum faffed in agitation around the kitchen. 15

         ‘I don’t know why this is your response,’ muttered Mum, like I’d pulled Jake out of a hat just to piss her off. ‘Parents get divorced, it’s not unusual, but something must be very wrong if you feel you need to replace your father with this man. Yes, Stella, I said man, and it’s clearly a reaction to your father leaving. I’m sure Petra would agree with me.’

         I rolled my eyes at the mention of Petra, but she kept going on about it and went on for so long that I finally yelled in exasperation, ‘I don’t care about Dad!’

         Of course, Mum took that as literally as possible and nosedived into the conclusion I was carrying some huge, deep resentment towards my father that I was now trying to cope with by acting out, and the next thing I knew she was channelling a medieval monarch with a wayward daughter in love with a farmhand. I was forbidden to have any contact with Jake ever again, and in the space of about eleven seconds I lost not only the guy I was seeing, but the job where I’d met him as well.

         The last few weeks before school started were nothing but the walls of my room and the very blank screen of my phone. Jake had ghosted me and I couldn’t even stalk him since Mum had stripped all vestiges of social media from every single device in the house, which just proved I wasn’t the one overreacting. She even put parental locks on my phone. Not that it mattered. Jake still had my number, he just wasn’t replying. To anything.

         One night, in a moment of weakness, I made the mistake of scrolling through our message history. Screens and screens of flirting and memes and quick replies until the thread changed to the solid stream of texts I’d sent that 16had gone unanswered. The dull ache of missing him turned into skin-prickling humiliation as I made myself re-read my messages – evidence of how incredibly stupid I’d been, how pathetic I sounded and how desperate I was to talk to him. Then, before it could overwhelm me completely, I deleted the thread altogether. Like deleting it made it cease to exist. Or at least buried the memory of it in a deep, black well that I could then ignore, which was basically the same thing.

         And deleting the evidence off my phone made me hope that maybe, just maybe, Jake had done the same. Maybe there was no record of what he’d done at all.

         Either way, under the circumstances I didn’t think it was weird that I felt a little bit down. No job, no friends and no Jake. And then even feeling a bit down got exhausting.

         Mum, dutifully following the script Petra had no doubt given her, decided I was wallowing in teenage resentment and left me to it while being absurdly cheerful over the dinner table. She could have saved herself the trouble, since before long I didn’t even have the energy for wallowing, let alone wallowing in resentment. The best I could manage was taking naps, and I spent the final days of my summer holidays doing just that, until the school year began and I started Year 11.

         Which led to the final event.

         My ‘friends’ are Sophie, Reena and Emma. Sophie is our unofficial leader because in Year 7 she convinced us she was much hotter and more interesting than she actually is, and now we’re all in the habit of being bossed around by her. She’s a DIY blonde with a face courtesy of badly followed 17online makeup tutorials, and a year-long tan that tinges orange around her knuckles. She’s the type of girl who posts extremely posed photos that have gone through about eight filters with accompanying captions like, ‘When yr brand new bikini arrives and u rlse ur def not skinny enough for a twopiece lmao!!!! #oops #impulsebuy #regret #juicecleansetime’, while she’s flopping around the beach spilling out of a couple of origami squares tied together with dental floss.

         Cue comments.

         Reena, unlike Sophie pre-filter, is actually genuinely gorgeous. However, her personality is about as lovely as the sound a battery makes when it’s slowly dying inside a smoke alarm, which pretty much kills any kind of advantage that would usually come with looking like a Bollywood A-lister. Reena has been trying to claw her way up the social ladder since Year 7, but she’s so annoying the best she can manage is being Sophie’s chief underling, and she’s never gotten over it. Her one claim to fame is that she made out with Harrison G last year. However, since Harrison G spent the following Monday circling India in his school atlas before hooking up with one of the Japanese exchange students, I suspect that sticking his tongue down Reena’s throat for twenty minutes in a dark corner at Eva Chan’s birthday drinks was less about him liking her, and more about the fact that Reena is one of the few girls at our school who is a different colour than a bad fake tan.

         Then there’s Emma. I have a theory that Emma would make a really good international spy because she is the most forgettable person in the world. When anyone tries to describe her, they start with something like, ‘Uh … she has 18brown hair …’ but then they have to stop because there is literally nothing else to say. You may as well try to describe a dry biscuit. Though Emma’s way nicer than Sophie or Reena – or, let’s face it, me – her niceness is also a bit pathetic in that irritating kind of way. Sometimes I just want to grab her by the shoulders and try to shake some salt into her, but even if I did, she’d probably just thank me or something equally as annoying. Emma possibly likes me a little more than Reena or Sophie do, but she also has the gall to feel sorry for me, which is a thousand times worse.

         None of them are great. In fact, even though Reena, Sophie, Emma and I have officially been friends since Year 7, I actually heartily dislike all three of them as much as they all probably dislike me. But since we’ve never actually had an official falling out, we’re stuck with each other. Kind of like how chewing gum sticks in your hair … you need scissors for that kind of detanglement.

         Or a knife.

         We’d just hit the second week of Year 11 when Candice Duncan stopped me at my locker before lunch and asked if the rumours about what had ‘happened’ to me were true, and I discovered Reena had told anyone who’d listen that, over the holidays, I’d had a much older boyfriend who had uploaded photos of me to a website.

         I was furious.

         Fury is something I’ve always been familiar with, though ever since I first donned a Floyd school dress I’ve learned I don’t manage it the way I’m supposed to. When you’re a girl, fury is supposed to look like hissed conversations held in 19huddled corners, warfare waged in the things you don’t say instead of the things you do. It’s supposed to be conducted over text messages and status updates. That’s the right way to be angry when you’re a girl.

         You’re not supposed to feel your eyes snap while your blood thickens and rolls through your veins like lava before, the next thing you know, you’re throwing your calculator at Candice Duncan’s stupid head before finding Reena to unleash the rest of your pencil case.

         But maybe I was maturing or something. Because now, throwing my calculator at Candice seemed like a lot of work, and even though I was furious all I could manage was a raised eyebrow. Which was devastating enough to make Candice’s face shrivel like a prune, sure, but it lacked the panache of what would have happened a few months ago.

         I was still angry enough to seek out Reena and the other girls at our usual spot behind the science building, though, and demand Reena tell me what the hell she thought she was doing.

         ‘Reena, why did Candice Duncan just ask me if it was true that googling my name takes you to a porn site?’ I began, without preamble but with a spark of my old fire.

         ‘Hello to you too, Stella,’ said Reena with a snotty look. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about, by the way.’

         ‘That’s weird, because she literally just told me you’re the one who told her. What the hell?’

         I should have seen it coming by the silent glances they were throwing at each other.

         ‘Stella, we have to talk,’ said Sophie, finally. ‘Can you sit down?’ 20

         I sat and looked at them expectantly. There was a short silence. They probably hadn’t banked on me glaring so much when they’d rehearsed this together.

         ‘First of all, we’re only saying this because we’re your best friends,’ began Sophie, ‘and because we love you.’

         ‘Saying what?’ I said.

         Sophie and Reena glanced significantly at each other while Emma tried her best to look invisible.

         ‘Stella …’ said Sophie, leaning towards me. ‘Why didn’t you tell us about the guy you met over the summer holidays?’

         ‘What guy?’ I said, my guard going up.

         Sophie sighed. ‘Stella, you don’t have to pretend.’

         ‘Besides, your mum already told my mum,’ said Reena, effectively killing any thought that this discussion was happening because they actually cared. They were just pissed off that I hadn’t told them anything.

         ‘My mother doesn’t know what she’s talking about,’ I said, which was true. ‘And I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be telling you, to be honest.’

         Reena snorted. ‘Mum said there was an older guy at Torque’s who you were totally in love with and that you spent the whole holidays sending him photos of yourself. Like, photo photos. Nude photos.’

         ‘What?’

         Reena raised her eyebrows accusingly at me, a tiny smirk hovering at her mouth, and I realised that as far as she was concerned some girls might be able to get away with taking naked photos of themselves, but I wasn’t one of them.

         In other words, Reena didn’t think I was hot enough.

         Since I don’t give a single shit about Reena Atari’s 21opinion, this wasn’t as devasting as it was supposed to be. The truth is, I’ve never been very good about waiting for my so-called friends to pay me a compliment so I know which bits I’m allowed to like about myself. I actually manage to like and dislike things all on my own. For example, I don’t like that I’m not particularly tall and that my skin isn’t perfect, and that I don’t have the superpower to become really toned without putting in any effort. I would also like my boobs to be bigger and my nose to be smaller and, while we’re wishing, I’d throw in a perfect butt. But I do like my hair. It’s dark and surprisingly well-behaved, and even though it’s more inclined to curl than fall into perfect waves, it’s long and thick, and ever since I was a kid I’ve had people stop me on the street to comment on it.

         But if Reena’s expression was anything to go by, apparently good hair isn’t enough for sexy, naked photos. I wondered how hot someone supposedly had to be before they were allowed to take a naked picture of themselves, but since I wasn’t the one who had taken any I decided it was irrelevant.

         ‘We’re not blaming you, Stella,’ Sophie said then. ‘We just wanted to talk to you about it, because it’s one thing to send a … well, not a nude photo, but you know what I mean, to a long-term boyfriend or whatever, but to take full-on naked pictures of yourself and then send them to some random is … okay, I don’t want to say slutty, but –’

         ‘Are you guys serious?’ I said. ‘There was a guy at work and we had a thing and Mum freaked out because he was a couple of years older, that’s it. And I didn’t send him photos of myself, god!’ 22

         ‘You actually went out with him?’ said Reena, looking sceptical and disgusted all at once. ‘Wasn’t he, like, married?’

         ‘Jesus, Reena, no! He wasn’t even old! He was twenty, for crying out loud.’

         ‘Twenty? Stella, that is old,’ said Reena, and Sophie and Emma glanced at each other with oh no, it’s worse than we thought expressions.

         ‘Wow. You literally sound like my mum right now. It wasn’t like that, okay?’

         ‘Then why didn’t you tell us?’ interjected Sophie. ‘You just have this secret boyfriend and you don’t even tell your best friends? Don’t you think that’s a little strange?’

         ‘I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to talk about it, because it wasn’t even a thing!’ I lied. ‘We made out, like, once. Didn’t you guys have random hook-ups over the holidays? You haven’t told me about every single dude you kissed at that festival, Reena.’

         ‘Excuse me, it was only three.’

         ‘Whatever! The point is, I didn’t tell you because there’s nothing to tell!’

         ‘So you just kissed him?’ asked Emma, looking hopeful.

         ‘Yes!’ I said. Another lie. ‘It was nothing.’ Lying again. ‘And I didn’t send him naked pictures of myself,’ I added for good measure, feeling like at least one thing I said should be the truth. Because it was. I hadn’t sent Jake anything except a text asking him to delete what he’d sent me.

         There was a strained silence as the girls all looked meaningfully at each other, and suddenly I was over it. ‘You know what? I don’t need this.’ 23

         I got up and Sophie, looking wounded, bleated, ‘We’re only trying to help, Stella.’

         I ignored her and walked off.

         They didn’t talk to me for three days before they nobly decided to ‘forgive’ me. I was treated to a speech about how they knew I’d just been a total bitch because I was going through a really hard time, but they’d totally support me and that I should ignore all the rumours going around about how I was a total slut who found old men on the internet and would have sex with them for money, but not like in a ‘prostitute way’.

         If I’d had the energy to tell them to piss off I would have, but they’d made me so tired by then that I let them gather around me like birds and tell me they’d never abandon me, no matter what bitches like Candice Duncan were saying to everyone. All I had to do was sit there in silence, which suited everyone.

         Not caring felt so pleasant that it was a natural progression to stop caring about a lot of other aspects of school altogether, leading to a number of teachers calling Mum to ‘voice their concerns about my change in attitude’.

         The culmination of events was complete. Mum informed me I was going to therapy.
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            TWO

         

         I found enough energy to fight the idea for a while, but mostly just because I thought I should. I figured that if I surrendered too quickly, Mum would get suspicious and think there was something actually wrong with me. But when I eventually did make a show of grudgingly agreeing, with a petulant ‘Okay, Mum, god!’, and she told me she’d make an appointment with the GP for a referral, I found myself feeling kind of relieved. Which in turn started to make me feel nervous, because if I wanted to see a therapist then what did that say about me?

         ‘It says you have the maturity to recognise that therapy can be a helpful tool for all kinds of people, and wasting time on stigma doesn’t help anyone,’ said Margaret, aka Dr Walsh, when I brought it up with her during the promised GP appointment. 25

         ‘Yeah … but …’ I shrugged, feeling like a fraud. ‘There’s nothing really wrong with me,’ I admitted. ‘I’m not sad. I just … don’t care.’

         ‘Well, let’s do a mental health check anyway, all right? While you’re here.’

         ‘A mental what now?’ I said, not knowing whether to laugh or be alarmed.

         ‘A mental health check,’ Margaret repeated calmly. ‘They’re just questions and they’re not scary.’

         ‘Okay, sure,’ I said, deciding to humour her. ‘Check away.’ I even smiled a little to prove how comfortable I was.

         ‘How often do you feel tired without a logical reason, such as not getting enough sleep?’ Margaret began, reading briskly from a printed sheet she’d pulled from the depths of her desk. ‘Never, occasionally, most of the time, or always?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ I said, surprised. What did feeling tired have to do with anything? ‘I mean, I’m tired, but I’m sure there are reasons. Like school reasons, or whatever. Um … Most of the time? I guess?’

         Margaret circled something. ‘How often do you feel anxious?’ she continued.

         And so it went on, for about ten questions, each one more pointless than the last. All the questions just sounded like descriptions of being a person, for god’s sake, and how they were supposed to prove someone needed help with their mental health was beyond me. Only the last one sounded like it had anything to do with the need for antidepressants.

         ‘How often do you feel worthless?’

         ‘What? Worthless? Never.’

         So far, I’d answered that sometimes I felt fidgety and 26restless and like nothing was going to cheer me up cos what was the point of it all, but I’d never felt worthless. If anything, I felt people should appreciate my worth a bit more.

         ‘Some people feel very worthless,’ commented Margaret mildly, circling her paper again while I sat in my chair and felt uncomfortable.

         ‘I told you I wasn’t depressed,’ I said, somewhat brattily, as she put the paper aside.

         ‘I agree you’re probably not clinically depressed, no,’ agreed Margaret. ‘But I think you have some mild depression, Stella, which is worth looking into.’

         It was different hearing it out loud.

         ‘And there’s something else, which is a little unusual …’ Margaret continued, and I sat up a little straighter. I quite liked the idea of being unusual.

         ‘I agree that you don’t seem particularly sad, to use your word, but I’m a little concerned about the apathy, particularly for someone your age. Do you know much about antidepressants?’

         ‘I don’t want to do that,’ I said immediately. Therapy was one thing … it was almost funny. But being medicated? That was where I drew the line. And what the hell did ‘apathy’ mean anyway? But I didn’t care enough to ask. I’d been there long enough and just wanted to leave.

         Margaret nodded. ‘I’m going to write down two therapists I recommend to my patients. I suggest trying both to see who suits you. Neither might, of course. Sometimes it takes a little shopping around to find a good fit.’

         Good god, she sounded like I was off to buy a pair of jeans.

         ‘How’d it go?’ asked Mum when I got home. 27

         ‘Good,’ I said, adding casually, like an afterthought, ‘Margaret reckons I may as well go see someone. Not Petra.’

         ‘Of course not,’ was Mum’s calm reply. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

         Which I thought was a pretty insensitive response to someone who’d just accepted the stupid idea of therapy in the first place.

         
            * * *

         

         A week later I was sitting in front of ‘Bobbi-with-no-e’, ready to give up the whole thing entirely or just become a psychologist myself, since it paid almost two hundred dollars an hour and all it seemed to involve was saying ‘Mmm’ a lot while nodding understandingly and nudging a box of tissues across a tasteful coffee table.

         I wasn’t even sniffing.

         ‘My parents got divorced and my mum thinks I need to see someone about it,’ I said.

         ‘Mmm,’ said Bobbi, and the tissue box was nudged a centimetre closer while she nodded encouragingly. Was I supposed to cry?

         ‘I’m not going to cry,’ I said.

         ‘Would you like to cry?’

         Jesus Christ. I invented some stuff about finding crying hard to do, which Bobbi really got on board with, and finally I was done.

         ‘How was it?’ asked Mum, sounding hopeful.

         ‘Great!’ I lied. Mum beamed and I let her make an appointment with psychologist number two, Dr Diane Murphy. 28

         Diane’s office was up some discreet stairs in the middle of not-discreet Mitchell Street. It looked like a very small, cosy living room.

         ‘So, Stella,’ Diane began. ‘Tell me what’s going on.’

         ‘My dad got remarried and his new wife is pregnant,’ I said, figuring I may as well dive right into the things therapists like to hear about.

         ‘Shit,’ said Diane, mildly. Did my therapist just swear? She didn’t say anything else, just looked at me like a friend would after you’d dropped some serious life event on them. Like, an actual friend. Not the friends I have. I narrowed my eyes at her with respect. And, sure, a little suspicion.

         ‘My mother thinks I should be traumatised about it,’ I said, eyeing a nearby tissue box. Diane didn’t touch it.

         ‘I take it you’re not?’

         ‘No. I’m fine. Mum just thinks I should be having a crisis about it because Dad moved to Hong Kong two months later.’

         ‘Wow,’ said Diane. ‘That’s a lot of new things happening. It makes sense your mum wants to make sure you’re okay with all the changes.’

         ‘I don’t know if it’s even about that. She’s just super into “talking to someone”, and then she freaked out over a guy I was seeing – sort of seeing – and now I’m here.’

         ‘And how did you feel about him?’

         With a jolt I realised it was the first time someone had ever actually asked me.

         ‘Um … I really liked him. I really liked him a lot.’

         ‘That must have been very exciting.’

         I looked at Diane in surprise. 29

         ‘Yeah,’ I agreed. ‘It was, actually.’

         And as we kept talking, I felt myself relax.

         This was therapy? Okay, then.

         
            * * *

         

         Diane and I agreed to meet once a week. She’d usually just listen, though occasionally she would sneak in something I was supposed to ‘think about’. After a few weeks I
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