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      This book is set in Australia and uses Aussie words, expressions and spelling. We say ‘mum’ to rhyme with ‘thumb’. ‘The bush’ is the forest or the wilderness. We do maths, not math, and we spell analyse (and a bunch of other words) with an ‘s’, not a ‘z’. In fact, lots of our spelling is just slightly different. So if you think it’s odd, it’s probably just Australian!
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      The best thing in my whole entire life happened on my fourteenth birthday.

      One minute, I was ripping open a box with purple wrapping paper, tearing off the bow and getting through the sticky tape to find a shiny, brand new saddle, still with its from-the-shop smell. The next minute, I was looking out the door of our farmhouse to see the most beautiful sight in the world.

      It was a horse. And not just any horse. It was Fozzles, my favourite horse in the world. She was all washed and brushed and braided, and walking next to Cupcake, my twin sister Coco’s favourite horse. Both of them had gold ribbons around their necks, and were being led up the paddock by Ness, our neighbour, and her kids, Tessa and James.

      ‘Are you …?’ I swung around to Mum. I meant to say ‘Are you serious?’ but the words wouldn’t come out. I’d learned to ride on Fozzles last year after our family moved here to Budgong from the city, and I’d hardly spent an afternoon off her since then. My greatest dream had always been to have my own horse, and now it was coming true, but all I could do was look at Mum and Dad, kind of frozen, in a good way, until my eyes started hurting. I’d obviously forgotten to blink.

      Mum laughed. ‘Yes, Charlie. She’s yours.’

      ‘And Cupcake is for you,’ Dad added to Coco, my twin sister, but I wasn’t listening anymore. Instead, I was running, no, flying out the door, jumping the steps and pelting down the paddock towards Fozzles with a smile which felt like it couldn’t get any wider.

      I slowed down as I got closer to Ness. She and Mum met soon after we moved here, at the Budgong Community Group. They hit it off and kind of went into a riding business together, with help from Tessa and James, and us, of course. Whenever we help her out with the rides we organise around the property and out on the bush tracks, she’s always saying, ‘Don’t go crazy around horses. They react.’

      My feet went back to walking pace but I was still kind of bouncing.

      ‘Happy birthday,’ Ness said, as Tessa and James ran on, up to the house. Ness looked amused, like there was something funny about me.

      I grinned back. ‘Only like the happiest birthday ever. Are you sure I can have her?’

      ‘I needed to sell some horses,’ she said. ‘And you love Fozzles so much. It would have been wrong to keep her.’

      Ness handed me Fozzles’ lead rope and kept on going towards the house. I stopped for a moment, hugged the horse around her neck and smelled her mane.

      ‘This is the best day of my life.’ I whispered it in her ear and patted her on the nose. ‘Seriously. The best.’

      Behind me, Coco had gotten to Cupcake, squealing and fussing before Ness shushed her. ‘Settle, petal,’ she said, but I could hear that she said it with a smile. I turned around to see Coco hug Cupcake. Then she squealed all over again as Mum, Dad, Josh our older brother, Tessa and James (now the new love of Coco’s life) spilled out the back door and onto the grass. They all laughed and smiled and congratulated themselves.

      ‘You didn’t suspect anything?’ Josh called to me. ‘That just proves our secret-keeping powers.’

      ‘Proves nothing,’ I yelled back. ‘Except that if you were in on this, it’s a total miracle we didn’t find out.’

      ‘I knew,’ said Coco, looking smug.

      ‘You did not.’ I gave her a grin. ‘You’re like me. You knew nothing.’

      ‘You’re right.’ She did a fake pout and made a face at James, who gave her the big, droopy, adoring eyes he’d had on for two months now, ever since she’d run away at midnight, had fallen off her horse, had been rescued by James, had puked on his lap and then had started going out with him. ‘He seriously should have told me. He’s in big trouble for that.’

      She walked quicker, pulling Cupcake after her, heading towards James. ‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. That’s like, so mean.’

      I watched her grin and smile and act all ridiculously flirty with him until the others had reached them, and then there was so much laughing and chatting and, ‘Can you believe it?’ and, ‘Were you really surprised?’ that I stopped still and looked at Fozzles.

      ‘Let’s get out of here,’ I said.

      It took me four and a half minutes to tie her to the fence, run back up to the house, grab the new saddle and the rest of the tack and put it on her, and then find a helmet and buckle it under my chin.

      I pulled Mum out of the circle of happy people. ‘I’m going for a ride,’ I said.

      She looked at me, boots on my feet and helmet on my head. ‘Already?’

      ‘Totally. No time to waste.’

      She smiled. ‘There’s never any stopping you.’

      I shrugged  and went over to Fozzles, who was waiting patiently at the fence. I put my foot in the stirrup, ready to swing up, but then thought better of it. I pulled it out and ran back to Mum and hugged her. ‘Thanks Mum. Thanks so much. And tell Dad thanks too. Apart from moving here,’ I gestured around at the farm, ‘this is the greatest thing that has ever happened to me.’

      She held me close for a second or two. ‘I love you, Charlie. You’re my best oldest daughter.’

      I laughed. I was only older than Coco by one minute and forty-six seconds, but believe me, I’d used every single one of those seconds as leverage throughout my life. ‘That’s because I’m the only one.’

      ‘Yes, but you know you’re special. And I’ll always be here for you. You know that, right?’ She looked down, into my face. She was still just a bit taller than me, but hopefully not for too long.

      ‘I know, Mum. Because everything’s A-OK, right?’ I made a silly face at her and used the phrase she always used to say to me when I was little before she tucked me into bed.

      ‘A-OK,’ she said back, also in a silly voice, and made an ‘okay’ sign with her fingers. Round thumb and first finger, and three happy fingers sticking up.

      ‘And now I’m going. Fozzles and I need to run.’

      I swung onto my, my! horse’s back and adjusted the reins. ‘Trot,’ I said, and Fozzles took off into an easy lope down the hill and out through the gate.

      ‘Bye.’ Coco’s voice reached me on the breeze, but I didn’t yell back. She was with James, and anyway, the wind was rushing past my face, and my hands and heart were filled with birthday sunshine and horse love. All I wanted to do was to run and ride, leap and gallop.

      We cantered out along the sandy track first and then, as I could feel Fozzles getting tired, slowed down to a gentle walk through the bush and up the rocky path that led to the top of the plateau, out on the south end of the farm. I patted her and talked to her as we went, and from the way she was so willing to do everything I asked, I knew she knew she belonged to me now.

      ‘You’re my birthday horse.’ I leaned down and whispered it in her ear. ‘You’re what I’ve been dreaming of ever since I was four and a half.’

      It was true. I’d first discovered horses when I was tiny. It was Mum’s fault. She’d taken the three of us to the library near our house in Sydney’s eastern suburbs, which was where we lived then, all buildings and cars and traffic lights with crossings—so different from Budgong’s green paddocks and bush views. I remember it was a hot day outside and my nose was wet enough with sweat that I had to keep wiping it off on the back of my hand. The library, with its noisy air-conditioning and cool breezes shooting out of the ceiling, made us feel like we could breathe again.

      Mum led us over to the children’s section. ‘Okay kids, go find something to borrow.’

      Josh went off, probably to find his favourite Power Rangers DVDs on the shelf, Coco was entranced with some kind of princess book and I wandered amongst the flower shaped chairs and the elephant tables until Mum called me over.

      ‘Charlie, come and look at this.’ She stood next to a clanky red shelf with lots of books on it, all stacked up together, but there was something in her hand. ‘Sit with me.’

      We squashed into a grey armchair together in the corner and she opened the book flat on her lap.

      When I saw what was on the page, my mouth dropped open, and my world changed forever. It was like the pictures of the horses and ponies were alive on the paper. They seemed actually real to me, like they were walking and breathing and making noises. I could almost smell them.

      ‘I had a horse just like this once.’ Mum pointed to a picture of one with gold hair and the longest white mane I’d ever seen, apart from on a My Little Pony toy. It had long, pricked up ears and eyes that asked me to pat it.

      ‘Just like that?’ I breathed.

      ‘Just like,’ said Mum. ‘It’s a Palomino.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘It’s the colour. That gold colour is palomino. There are also chestnut horses. And black ones that are actually brown. And piebalds.’

      ‘Do they eat pies?’

      ‘No, silly.’ She laughed at me and turned the page. ‘They’re kind of spotty. Like that one.’

      I gazed at it, and then I jumped up and ran across to show Coco. ‘Look.’ I dragged her face towards the picture. ‘It’s a piebulb.’

      Behind me, Mum laughed. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’

      Coco looked at the horse and then back at me, but blankly, like she had no idea what on earth I was talking about. She picked up her princess book again. ‘I’m reading.’

      That was the start. I insisted Mum borrow every horse book on the shelf that same day and spent the next fortnight memorising every picture and practicing the word ‘piebald’.

      ‘Mum, what’s this again?’ I asked twenty times a day. I needed to know what a bridle was and what a headstall was, and why that horse had its tail braided but the other one didn’t. Dad complained about reading the same horse book to me every night and Coco got mad when I wanted to change all our puppy and kitten games into pony games.

      As I got older and learned to read on my own I turned to horse novels. Then it became horse documentaries, horse bed linen and wearing jodhpurs whenever I wasn’t either in school uniform or my swimming togs.

      I asked for riding lessons when I was nine and was led around Centennial Park on a huge grey mare for an afternoon. I asked for more when I was ten and they sent me off to a place overlooking the sea for three hours on a weekend. I begged and begged for more lessons and more stable time and of course, my very own horse, and Dad rolled his eyes at Mum and said, ‘See what you’ve started?’

      ‘She would have discovered them anyway.’ Her face was pinched. ‘I don’t see why we couldn’t—’

      ‘Who’s got the time?’ he said, his mouth all stiff and his voice tense like it got when he was angry and we three kids knew we should stop asking questions.

      Mum breathed in heavily. ‘It’s always time that seems to be the issue.’

      I clenched my thumbs inside my fists under the table when I heard her voice change. It’s my nervous habit when I feel scared.

      ‘Maybe if you came home earlier,’ said Mum. ‘From work, I mean.’

      ‘I know what you mean,’ said Dad. ‘We all know what you mean.’

      I looked over at Coco. She always went sulky in these arguments. Josh looked angry, but me, I just wanted to cry, mostly for Mum. It was always about the same thing: Dad working too much, and us never seeing him, and when were they ever going to do what they’d been talking about for so many years, and move? They always got over it, of course. I mean, eventually, once they’d yelled and Mum had cried and a few doors were slammed. But for a while I stopped asking for riding lessons. It made everything too tense.

      What I didn’t give up was dreaming of having my own horse. Even before Dad finally had enough of city life and being a banker, and bought the farm and we built our own house out of mud; even before all that crazy, amazing stuff happened, I still held out hope that one day I’d have a horse.

      ‘You’re the one, Fozzles.’ I laughed out loud. No one was around. It was just me, the flat clearing and my horse. My very own horse.

      ‘Gallop!’

      I leant down over her neck and she took off. I stayed on, laughing and whooping and going crazy with joy.

      When we reached the lookout I pulled her back. ‘Whoa.’

      She came to a stop and we waited for a while, looking back over the farm and Ness’s place, with the river in the distance.

      ‘You’re the best horse ever.’ She flicked her tail and caught my leg. ‘And we’re going to do something totally awesome together.’
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      The day after my birthday, I knew exactly what awesome thing Fozzles and I were going to do.

      Mum sent me down to Ness’s place to pick up a couple of things for the horses. ‘She just rang,’ she said. ‘She forgot to bring up some brushes and one of the saddle blankets.’

      ‘Can I ride?’

      She shrugged. ‘Of course.’

      The ride to Ness’s place takes about fifteen minutes. We’ve done it practically every day since we first met Tessa and James and started riding in the afternoons with them. It’s mostly over paddocks, but there’s one bit I love when it’s hot, and that’s where we have to go through the stream, which is ankle deep.

      When Coco and I walk over, we always take our shoes off and go through barefoot, although you’ve got to watch out for leeches. Once Coco got a leech on her ankle. The whole valley would have heard her screaming and me laughing. I always laugh at Coco when we cross on horseback because Fozzles is really cool about getting her feet wet and will go right in with no hassles, but Cupcake, Coco’s horse, is difficult. Sometimes she’ll do it, but most of the time Coco has to get off and lead her across.

      ‘Good girl, Fozzles,’ I said as she clip-clopped on through the water, splashing my legs a little bit. I reached down to pat her neck. ‘You’re amazing.’

      When we got to Ness’s place, I found her and Tessa in the round yard, with Tessa on her horse, Prince, who was all tacked up.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I slid off and tethered Fozzles to the fence. ‘Practicing for something?’

      ‘Tessa wanted to start practicing for the show this year.’ Ness gestured to the middle of the ring where there were some red and white horse jumps made out of poles and rails set up. ‘Jumping.’

      ‘Oh.’ I climbed up onto the fence and settled in to watch. ‘Does she do it every year?’

      ‘Mostly. Since she was about ten.’ She watched as Tessa swung Prince around and came in to the rail at a canter. She swerved at the last minute and avoided the jump. ‘The lead up was good,’ she yelled to Tessa. ‘Now you have to jump.’

      I wiped the sweat off my nose. ‘Why didn’t she?’

      ‘She gets nervous. Prince gets nervous too. I might take the jump down a bit.’ Ness walked out into the ring and pulled the highest pole off the stand. ‘Try that.’

      Again, Tessa brought Prince in towards the rail at a canter. I could feel Ness’s tension beside me, and as they got close to the jump, both she and I kind of lifted off our seats at the same time, like we were jumping over ourselves.

      ‘Well done,’ shouted Ness, and then she looked around at me, flicking a fly from under the brim of her hat. ‘Did you just do that?’

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘You anticipated the jump.’

      ‘I guess. I couldn’t help it.’

      She nodded towards Fozzles. ‘Hop on. You should have a go.’

      ‘On the jump? Awesome.’

      In three seconds flat I was on the horse and in the ring, and cantering towards the rail.

      ‘Slow it down.’ I could hear Ness yelling out from the side. ‘You don’t know what to do.’

      But it was too late. Fozzles was already flying across the jump, mid-air, with me on her back, shocked into silence, even though inside I was squealing. We landed and kept running until I realised what we were doing, so I pulled her in and around to come back to Ness. She and Tessa were standing there with their mouths open.

      ‘Seriously, you just jumped,’ said Tessa. ‘That was amazing.’

      ‘That was dangerous,’ said Ness. ‘You should have waited for me. When I said “you should have a go” I didn’t mean straight away. There’s a lot of learning to do so you don’t come off and kill yourself.’

      I hung my head to show I was sorry, but I wasn’t really. I peeked out at her and smiled.

      She gave me what looked like a reluctant, don’t-do-that-again, fierce kind of smile. ‘Have you ever jumped before?’

      I shook my head. ‘Nup.’ I was still smiling—I couldn’t stop—and I could still feel the blood gushing through my arms and legs.

      Ness looked at Tessa. ‘I think I’ll be training the two of you.’

      My plans to grab the brushes and saddle blanket and head home disappeared from my brain. Three hours later, after jumping and more jumping; low first, until Ness was satisfied I could control Fozzles (and myself) and then finally, a little bit higher, when my legs and arms and everything was sore and saddle-tired, Mum rang Ness to find out where I was.

      ‘You’ll come back tomorrow, yeah?’ asked Tessa. ‘We’ll have to get in as much practice as we can before school starts next week.’

      I made a face at her that said ‘there is no way you are going to stop me coming back here and jumping over stuff on my horse’ and we both laughed until I made another face, this one not so happy. ‘School.’ Even though I hardly ever get nervous about stuff, there was something about starting a new school in a week’s time that was creating a kind of bubble in my stomach. It was weird, and not a feeling I’d had in a long time. ‘I wish we were going to the same school,’ I said. For some reason Mum and Dad had ended up sending us to the Anglican College in town, not the Catholic school down the road that James and Tessa went to.

      Tessa rolled her eyes. ‘I know. Parents, right?’ She made an effort to look more cheerful. ‘But you and Coco will be fine. Everyone in your year will love you.’

      I shrugged my shoulders and smiled. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Mum was kind of mad about me not coming back straight away. ‘You could have at least called.’

      It was true, so I felt a bit guilty and apologised. ‘Sorry, Mum. I really am.’ I meant it, so she didn’t stay mad. (She never really does with me, unlike Coco. In fact, she spent pretty much the whole of last year being mad with Coco, but then, everyone else was too, me included, so it wasn’t that surprising.) Instead, she served up dinner, and then was nice enough to listen to me talk and talk and talk about show jumping and how awesomely cool it is.

      ‘Did you actually jump over that pole thing in the yard?’ Coco couldn’t quite believe it. She’s a good rider, but she’s not what you’d call brave. ‘Did you feel like you were going to fall off?’

      ‘It just kind of happened. The first time, at least. And then it was like I had to do more of it. It was amazing.’

      Josh shrugged. ‘Jumping a motorbike is better.’

      Coco took his bait immediately. ‘Motorbikes don’t love you like horses do.’ She never just lets him be. She either bites back or makes a big fuss about deliberately ignoring him, which just makes him tease her even more. I get Josh back by smiling nicely and ignoring him, without all the drama.

      ‘Motorbikes are cool,’ I said, and Josh looked first surprised and then pleased.

      ‘You’re not jumping a motorbike,’ Mum and Dad said in unison, from across the table.

      ‘Let’s change the subject,’ said Mum.

      ‘Yes,’ said Dad. ‘Let’s talk about the year ahead.’ He likes conversations like this, all about plans and dreams and things the family should do together. ‘What do you guys want to achieve this year?’

      Josh made a face. ‘Do jumps on my motorbike.’

      Coco twisted her mouth. ‘I don’t know. Like maybe, just make friends at school.’ She shrugged, then looked shy. ‘And hang out with James, obv—’

      Josh cut in with a ‘woo woo’ sound and was shushed by Mum who gave him a glare.

      ‘Stuff like that,’ Coco finished up. ‘Normal kind of stuff.’

      The table was silent for a moment and then I opened my mouth. ‘I want to do something,’ I said. Although it was more like an announcement than just normal words. Mum put her fork down and Dad stopped chewing his mouthful. Coco turned to look at me and even Josh moved his head.

      ‘I want to be a champion show jumper.’ It came out of somewhere in my belly. I hadn’t actually planned it or thought about it, even though if someone had asked me, I would have known that was what I was thinking. But when I heard the words come out of my mouth, and saw them form shapes above my head, it made it certain.

      ‘I want to do show jumping on Fozzles.’ I said it a bit more loudly this time. ‘And win.’

      Dad swallowed and cleared his throat. ‘It’s a good thing to want to do something. But you don’t necessarily need to win. Maybe just participating is what you’re after.’ He tilted his head to the side, and seemed a little concerned. ‘All the competition we had in the city is what I wanted us to get away from. Being ordinary is okay, you know.’

      ‘He’s right,’ said Coco, and Josh nearly fell off his chair. Dad and Coco being allies was a new thing. They’d had pretty much a constant stand off for the whole of last year. And for Coco to agree with him about being ordinary, of all things, was obviously a bit too much for Josh to take, because now he was spluttering and choking on his glass of water.

      ‘You okay, Josh?’ Mum asked. ‘Could you try not to react to your sister that way? She said something sensible and she doesn’t need you going crazy about it.’

      She went to get him a napkin to cough into and the conversation changed and didn’t come back to me for the rest of the meal.

      But I’d said it and I knew it was true. I wanted to jump. I wanted to do show jumping and win. It was a bigger buzz than riding, even though that was great too. Plus, I already loved competition; I’d proved that every year at the swimming and sports carnivals. I loved a challenge. Nothing was more of a challenge than learning a new sport and being the best at it. Anyway, it turned out that not only was I a natural, Fozzles was also a natural. And me on Fozzles was a totally ace combination.

      ‘I’ve seen her jump before,’ Ness had said that afternoon, ‘but she gives even more with you on her back.’

      Maybe Dad didn’t understand but I knew Mum would. She ‘got’ me like no one else in the family did, not even Coco, which is surprising because we’re twins and everything.

      Everyone thinks we should be exactly the same, but they forget that it’s identical twins who are like that. Fraternal twins like us are really just two sisters who happen to have been born on the same day. No one expects two normal sisters to be exactly the same. And Coco and I are really different. She’s beautiful and I’m not. She cares about what she wears and I don’t. She’s hilariously funny when she wants to be, although she doesn’t laugh that much herself. I make stupid jokes sometimes but I laugh more often. She makes a fuss and I shrug my shoulders.

      Probably the biggest difference between us is that Coco holds back a bit. She’s cautious; she watches everything and figures stuff out before she tries it. I jump right in. Last year, when we arrived here, I was on a horse the day after we met Tessa and James. We rode everywhere all year long, while Coco refused to leave her room or even walk down the paddock.

      What no one knew was that she’d been watching everyone and getting secret lessons from Ness. The day she turned up riding Cupcake, amazingly cool and awesome, was the day James fell in dreamy-smoochy love with her. Tessa told me that later, and I laughed. I mean, that kind of love at our age? It just shows another difference between Coco and me. She’s into that. I’m totally not. I’d rather run a race and win it.

      Mum gets me. I think she was probably the same as me when she was a kid because she’s often said how much she wasn’t like Coco. Mum has her sports trophies in a box in storage, but she doesn’t look at them much. She says she’d rather look at mine, and I have a whole heap in my room. Running, swimming, cross country, even gymnastics for a bit. I’ve done lots of stuff, and Mum’s always taken me and she’s been there for all my competitions, clapping on the sidelines. So I wasn’t worried. Dad might not understand me wanting to win at show jumping, but Mum did.

      After we’d cleaned up from dinner and I’d swept the floor, I’d had enough of listening to Josh and Coco bicker over the dirty dishes. I made Mum a cup of coffee, just the way she likes it, and took it out to her on the grass. The sun was finally going down; there was a pink and grey haze hanging in the air, and I could feel some cool currents sneaking up from the river. I sat down next to Mum and wiped my perspiring nose.

      ‘This will be the last week we’ll have to sit on the grass,’ she said. ‘Dad should have finished the deck in a few days.’

      ‘It’s going to make the house perfect. I still can’t believe we live here. And we built the house ourselves.’

      ‘I know. Crazy.’ She laughed and sipped her coffee.

      ‘I’m going to miss not being at home when school starts,’ I said. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

      ‘It’ll be different for you.’ Mum put her hand on my back. ‘School is different from home schooling. It’ll probably be a shock to go back, even though we only home schooled for a year.’

      ‘I’ll miss being with you the most.’ I smiled at her.

      She smiled back and blew a kiss at me. ‘I guess you could stay home, if you really wanted to.’

      ‘No,’ I said. It was decisive and strong. ‘There’s a show jumping Inter-schools competition I want to go in. And after that, there’s State level. Maybe even Nationals. I looked it up. And I want to win it.’

      Mum raised her eyebrows. ‘School it is, then. Are you nervous?’

      I ignored the bubble in my stomach. ‘Nah. School’s easy. No problem at all.’

      ‘Well, I’ll take you to all the equestrian competitions.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘Same as I always have.’

      ‘Aw, you’re so nice.’

      ‘We’ll do it together. I’ll cheer you on all the way.’
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      The sun woke me up on the first morning of school. I bounced out of bed, ready to go and jump on Coco and annoy her, but she was already awake, dressed and staring at herself in the mirror with her hand up to her hair, holding it all at the back of her head.

      ‘Ponytail?’ she asked, then let some of the hair go. ‘Or maybe like a half ponytail, so it’s kind of up but not all the way up.’

      I rubbed my eyes. ‘Why yes, good morning, Charlie. How are you? Are you well? How’d you sleep?’ I smiled. ‘Are you nervous about school?’

      She rolled her eyes, but in a nice way. ‘Whatever. I think I’m going with it half up. Or maybe not. Maybe a messy bun?’

      I stuck out my tongue at her and made a quick exit, down the hall and out to the kitchen, where Mum was already up and making lunches for us.

      ‘I didn’t miss making these last year.’ She smiled at me. ‘Chicken salad sandwich for you?’

      I gave her a hug.

      ‘You nervous?’ She kissed my head.

      I shrugged. ‘A little, I guess. But it can’t be that bad, right?’

      ‘I’m sure it will be fine.’ She threw me a box of cereal. ‘Eat. And then get dressed. You have to make sure you get up to the bus stop on time.’

      I ate, then I pulled on the clothes Mum had bought for us the week before when they’d finally decided which school to send us to—white uniform shirt, checked uniform skirt, white socks and black shoes.

      I was just about ready to go when Coco saw me. ‘You’re kidding, right?’ She had that ‘I’m-going-to-fix-everything’ look on her face. ‘You’re wearing it like that?’ She put a lot of emphasis on the ‘that’.

      I threw my backpack on the ground and stepped into the hallway with my hands up and away from my body. ‘I have no idea what I’ve done wrong, but you obviously want to change it, so go ahead.’

      She moved next to me, pulling at the waist of my blouse, bending over to adjust my socks and then tugging at my skirt.

      ‘You’re making it shorter.’ I tried to slap her away.

      ‘Yeah. Like, durr.’

      ‘But it’s the right length.’

      She gave me a stare. ‘It is so not the right length.’ She tugged at it again and folded something over at my waist. ‘Now it’s the right length.’

      Without a mirror in front of me, I couldn’t see the difference, so I just shrugged and let it be. Coco was going to have her way, no matter what I said, and it was no skin off my nose if she wanted me to wear my uniform tweaked in her particular Coco way. I honestly could never tell the difference between the way I put my clothes on and how she did it, but I figured if it was important to her and kept her happy, I’d let her dress me.

      She peered in at my face. ‘Makeup?’

      ‘No.’ I hadn’t even thought of that. Obviously Coco had; her face was covered in a paste of something close to skin colour and her eyelashes looked like they’d been dipped in a bucket of tar.

      ‘Not even a little? Primer?’

      ‘Is that paint?’ I was just teasing. I knew what primer was; Coco had insisted on giving me makeup lessons so many times I was at least familiar with the concept of primer. I also knew what an eyelash curler was. I wasn’t going to use either a curler or primer, though. In fact, the only way makeup ever got on my face was if Coco put it there.

      ‘I’d better not die before you get married,’ she’d said once. ‘You’d turn up to your wedding day in jeans and a scummy old t-shirt if you had your way. At least if I’m there you won’t embarrass yourself.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. Whatever,’ I’d said, and she’d made annoyed eyes at me.

      ‘Can’t I just get some mascara?’ she said now, still looking at my face.

      Dad interrupted. ‘No time, Coco. We’ve got to get to the bus.’

      Getting to the bus meant all of us getting into our massive four wheel drive, going along two kilometres
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