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  There were two things everyone knew about Miranda Vaile before shed even started at our school. The first was that she had no parents  they were dead. And the
  second was that they were dead because Miranda had killed them.


  When these rumours started spreading, people got all steamed up about it, saying it was disgusting that she was allowed to come here and, you know, mix with us nice, non-murderous types.


  Not everyone felt like that, though. Personally, I couldnt wait to meet her. As I said to Ami, what kind of wonk wouldnt want to meet someone who sounded halfway
  interesting? Of course, maybe that just showed I didnt belong at our school either.
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  One night, my little brother Toby woke up screaming in the darkness. He hadnt done that for weeks, and somehow that made it worse. Id been stupid enough to think
  that maybe Toby was finally accepting that Dad had gone. I thought maybe the nightmares had finished for good. After the screaming, Toby cried. Cried like a baby. I sat beside him feeling like I
  might sink into the sadness of it and never escape.


  Mum appeared in Tobys room moments after I did, the hallway light shining behind her. Standing there in her baggy T-shirt, she looked even more like Toby than usual. Small and delicate,
  with these big, grey-blue eyes and that fine, fair sort of hair that always sits smoothly, even when youve been woken in the middle of the night.


  It used to bother me that I didnt look like anyone else in my family and Id examine photos, searching for similarities. A nose, ears, the curve of a jaw. Anything that resembled
  me. But there was never anything. In the end I quit looking.


  Its OK, I said to Mum. You go back to bed. Im good at calming him. That was true. But there was another reason I wanted to stay. It was my duty. Because
  it was my fault Tobes was in this state in the first place.


  I snuggled up next to him, our heads side by side on his pillow like two pupils in the one eye socket. He finally drifted off. But there was no chance of me doing the same  I was way too
  keyed up. So I just lay there, looking at the model solar system hed made in grade two. Waiting out the night, and thinking about all the things that had happened.
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  I dont remember much about the next morning. Not Showering or Having Breakfast or Taking My Meds or any of that stuff which must have happened because thats what
  mornings were about. You Did Something, then you Did Something Else. I was supposed to congratulate myself for every little accomplishment. Good job getting out of your PJs! Eaten all your
  toast? Nice work, you!


  Baby steps, Dr Richter called them. But people seemed to forget that babies fall over all the freakin time.


  But I do remember the rush of relief when I got to school and found Ami waiting for me. Ami, who I did look like  even though we werent related. We had the same black eyes
  and freakishly long lashes. The same short, mussy dark hair, although hers looked like it was meant to be mussy and mine looked like Id slept on it funny. We had our differences too, of
  course. Her skin was blemish-free and her uniform didnt strain and bulge the way mine did. But the biggest differences were things you couldnt see. I mean, if Id been alone
  like that in front of the lockers, I wouldve looked like a complete loser. Not Ami. She was standing there, calmly watching everyone swarm around her with this big grin  like the
  whole thing was some special event put on for her amusement. The group of non-stop chatterers. The panicked last-minute homework-finishers. The tracksuit-wearing cretins whod nicked some
  poor kids bag and were chucking it around. The smoochy year nine couple weaving their way down the hall, stopping every few seconds to exchange saliva.


  As I came up, Ami inhaled deeply. Smell that? she said. The shtink of Monday morning. Whats in it? Sweat, of course. Smoke. Hair products. But theres
  something else 


  The smoochy couple from the year below walked right into me. Its hard to walk straight when your lips are fused to someone elses. The guys elbow dug into my arm.
  Sorry, he said, laughing. We werent 


  When he realised who hed jabbed, he edged away like he might catch something. Oh, he muttered. Im 


  His girlfriend tugged his arm. Come on.


  Ami turned to me as they hurried off. Pheromones, she said. Thats the other smell.


  I let my bag slide off my shoulder and fall to the ground. I rested my head against the wall. I cant smell anything, I said. My nose was blocked. My lungs too. I was
  drowning in myself. I felt Ami examine my washed-out face. My hair sticking out in dark, wilted quills. The smears of black beneath my eyes.


  Bad night, huh?


  You could say that. I bent down and unzipped my bag.


  Ami sat down beside me. Toby?


  I put my hands up to my face, palms together like I was praying. Or sneezing. Keep it together. Shouldnt it be easier by now? I said. Its been six
  months. Almost seven.


  Olive, said Ami, steady and firm as a heartbeat. Itll get better. Easier. I can promise you that. Ive been through it too, remember.


  I wanted to believe her.


  Ami took my hand, her fingers folding around mine. The smooth, perfect nails at the end of each long, elegant finger made my hands look even more stumpy and chewed-on. Hey, she
  said. If I can make it, why wouldnt you?


  There were about a thousand reasons why. Ami was a coper for one thing. She adapted and evolved. She could shift her mind so she didnt just focus on the bad stuff. Not exactly my
  strengths. Then there was the other thing. Yes, Amis dad had left, just like mine had. But it hadnt been Amis fault.


  How about we chuck school for the day? said Ami suddenly. Go down to the beach. Hang out. Talk.


  I shook my head. Id made some promises to Mum and Dr Richter, the first one being that I wouldnt cut school anymore. Besides, Ami and I had already spent a lot of time talking
  about our dads. That was to be expected at first  it was the main reason we became friends after Id been discharged. I could vent stuff with Ami because she understood what I was
  going through. But there was more to our friendship now. At least, I hoped there was.


  Amis mouth twitched. Mischievously. Yeah, I figured youd want to hang around, she said. The new girl and all.


  That was something else Ami was good at  dragging my mood out of the swamp and sending it towards the rainforest canopy. Oh my god. The parent-murderer! I said.
  I cant believe I forgot.


  Olive! Ami laughed, pretending to look shocked. Shes not a murderer.


  Probably not, I said, grabbing some books from my bag and shoving the rest in my locker. But I can hope, cant I? Come on.


  Now I was in a rush to get to class. We headed off down the corridor and straight through the middle of everyone  the starers, the pointers and the whisperers stepping aside as we came
  through, before falling back into place behind us.


  Do you really think theyd let a murderer into the school? said Ami. Around here? Anyway, if it was even a tiny bit true itd be all over the
  news.


  Maybe theres been a big cover-up, I said. Maybe Mrs Deane was given a heap of cash to take her on. Theyre not exactly picky, are they? I mean, they took me
  back after my little Incident.


  A group of year seven stupidos rushed by, yelling like they were still on a footy pitch somewhere. One of them squirted the others with the fire extinguisher, bubbles flying everywhere.


  Ami stepped over a little foam mountain in the middle of the floor. Just dont get your hopes up, she said. It might be like when that year twelve girl was
  preg-not.


  That could still be true, Ames, I protested.


  Ami did an eye roll. Admit it. Shes just putting on weight.


  I sighed, ber dramatically. Youre so freakin logical and  sensible. Remind me. Why are we even friends?


  Who said we were friends? Amis smile was cheeky. As far as Im concerned, youre my science experiment.


  Funny. Lets get a move on. That was the first bell.


  Dont you think its weird that everyones so obsessed with her? said Ami as we neared our classroom door. When that new guy started last week no-one acted
  like this.


  A new guy? For a moment I couldnt picture who she was talking about. And then I remembered. He was just more of the same. Sunny and bland and hard to distinguish. You know, one more piece
  of sky in the jigsaw puzzle of our school.


  Thats my point, I said. All this hype. It must mean something.


  Ami frowned. She cant be a child genius and a model and a drug dealer all at once.


  Of course she can, I laughed. Or she might be just one of those things.


  Come on, Olive. We both know where the rumours probably started.


  Katie. I pushed a sprig of hair behind my ear. Instantly it sprung back out. I dunno, Ames. Is she capable of making up stuff quite that interesting?


  Lets ask her, Ami murmured, looking ahead. Here they come.


  Sure enough, Katie and the others were walking towards us. I found myself searching for some kind of emergency exit. Preferably one that led directly into a parallel universe.


  I am so not in the mood for this, I muttered.


  Katie and the others arranged themselves in front of me like a thin-lipped smile. I could just about feel the gleam of Katies teeth, so radiant it was probably causing skin cancers on my
  face. Katie was staring at me, seemingly transfixed with horror. Her eyes moved over me, noting my gnawed-on nails and my uniform straining in ways it never used to before. Along with pimples, my
  medication had given me a brand new body. Softer, Mum kept saying. Curvy.


  Katie stopped at my hair. God, Olive. When are you going to let your hair grow back?


  Justine and Paige shook their heads, obviously too overcome to speak. Katie touched her own hair then  blonde and super-smooth. The sort of hair that stayed tucked behind your ear if you
  put it there. The dark pink thread she wore around her slender wrist slipped slightly.


  Sometimes I almost enjoyed these encounters with Katie. Ami called it Rate with Kate, because Katie always made you feel like she was mentally giving you a score out of ten. Ami pointed
  out that if I no longer wanted to be the person I was before  all skinny-jeaned and long-haired and whatever  then I may as well have some fun being different. And when I was in the
  right mood, it was fun seeing the confusion on Katies face as she tried to figure out what had changed. But that day I just wasnt into it.


  Thanks for the feedback, Katie, I said, but I have to go.


  Im only doing this because we used to be friends, Katie shot at me. Do you want to end up a road accident?


  Oh please, I said. Not this again.


  Katies expression changed. Its amazing how a face can shift from pretty to ugly just by tightening a few facial muscles. The old you wouldve died rather than look
  like this, she said.


  The metallic, medicinal taste was in my mouth again. The old me did die, I snapped.


  Amis hand was on my arm. Calm down, she whispered. Dont be pissed off by someone who is still bragging about winning the Sweetest Smile on the Beach
  competition. You should be glad she doesnt like how you look.


  Ami was right, of course. It was a long time since Id wanted Katies approval. A long time since Id been on the other side of this type of conversation, making a fat
  chicks life miserable. My anger began to loosen and slip away. Not completely, but enough.


  Go on then, called Katie as we walked away. But dont forget, once youre a road accident, thats it. No going back.


  We were opening the classroom door when my ears did this thing.


  Ami caught my expression. One of your headaches?


  It feels different this time, I said, giving my head a shake. Theres a noise. Buzzy, like static. Can you hear it?


  Ami stood still for a moment. Nope.


  I rubbed my ear, wincing.


  Maybe you should go home, Olive.


  I snorted. Yeah right. You know what my mums like when Im sick. Anyway, I want to see the new girl.


  I could see Ami trying to work out if it was worth arguing. She decided against it, as I knew she would. In her own way, Ami needed me around too.


  No blaming me if your head explodes, she said.


  OK, I said. But if it does can you make sure it stays off the school blog? Id been on that thing way too much already.
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  Miss Falippi was standing up the front when we arrived, dressed in her unstructured layered clothes and jangling, dangling jewellery. One hand held her usual mug of
  foul-smelling herbal tea and the other fiddled with her locket. I used to look at that silver disc all the time, wondering what little secret was tucked away inside it. A photo of her hippie
  boyfriend? A lock of hair from a child shed been forced to give up at birth? A stash of weed to get her through the day? That would explain why she sometimes zoned out, gazing off into the
  distance like shed forgotten we were there.


  After Id returned from the clinic, though, I lost interest. The locket was probably just a necklace.


  People, said Miss Falippi. Sit down, please.


  Ami and I sat at the back these days. The front was occupied by the students with focus issues  either too much or not enough. The middle rows belonged to Katie. Thats where
  everyone wanted to sit, and the closer to Katie the better. Paige sat on one side of her, and Cameron Glover  naturally  sat on the other. It was where I used to sit too, and
  occasionally I still stopped there. Habit, I guess. Forgetting for a moment how things had changed. Who I was now.


  Usually I kept my eyes fixed on the posters on the back wall as I walked to my seat. The posters depicted insect life cycles from pupae to adult. Id learnt a lot about this fascinating
  subject since Id moved seats.


  But that day something surprising pulled my eyes away from the posters. The flash of a smile from an unfamiliar face. The new guys. New Guy was what my mum would call a looker  all
  broad shoulders and dark, tousled hair. He looked like hed been incorrectly shelved, sitting two rows away from Katie. But it wouldnt be long before he moved. Katie would match him up
  with one of her buds and soon New Guy would be sitting where he belonged. I turned to see who the smile was intended for.


  There was no-one behind me. When I looked back, New Guys eyes were waiting and his smile twitched a little. Then I understood. Hed heard about what happened from Katie  like
  everyone else had  and the smile was a mocking one. It showed that hed already begun his journey up, up and away from the likes of me. I turned my head and stalked the rest of the way
  to my seat.


  Miss Falippi shut the door and put the mug on her desk halfway between a tin of pencils and her Greek mythology textbook. People, she said, raising her hand for silence.
  Im sure youve heard theres a new student joining us today. Miranda Vaile.


  The chick who knocked off her parents? someone called. Cameron, I think. There was muchos sniggering.


  Miss Falippi sighed. Clearly shed heard the stories too. OK, its time to sort a few things out here. Its very sad, but Miranda is an orphan.


  Rumour confirmed! I said to Ami a little smugly.


  Half of the row in front turned to stare. Oops. The buzzing was making it hard to judge how loudly I was speaking.


  Miss Falippi twirled a finger in the air. But let me make this very clear. Miranda Vaile is not a murderer. Her parents died in a car accident when she was just a baby.


  Now it was Amis turn to look smug. Rumour squashed, she said. Unless you think she cut the brake cable with her little baby hands?


  Miss Falippi was swinging her locket like a pendulum. Miranda has spent most of her life overseas, she said. This will be a big change for her, leaving the vibrancy and
  excitement of Europe to live in our quiet little suburb. Well need to be very understanding. It might take her a little while to fit in.


  She shouldve just stayed over there, said Katie, cleaning a fingernail with Paiges pen lid. If it was so vibrant and exciting. Somehow
  Katie could say this shit and not get into trouble.


  Miranda is moving here to live with her great-aunt, Miss Falippi said over the giggling, trying to keep control of the discussion. Some of you might know her. Oona
  Delaunay.


  More snickering. Loony Oona the germ freak? Yeah, we knew her.


  Hard to picture Oona taking care of someone, I said to Ami. She looks like she struggles to take care of herself.


  Katie turned around, her face screwed up. Can you stop doing that?


  Doing what?


  Muttering, she said. Its really disturbing.


  This was so typical. It was OK for Katie to blather away as much as she wanted, but when I said something it was somehow disturbing.


  Miss Falippis bangles clashed together as she clapped. People! Enough.


  The buzz in my ears grew louder. Maybe theres something in there. A little bug, crawling around. The thought made me shudder. As I tilted my head to one side and
  shook it again, I caught a glimpse of something out the window. Two figures were heading across the quadrangle towards our classroom. I recognised Mrs Deane straight away, of course  solid
  and dark in her principals suit, heels click-clacking across the concrete. The other figure I hadnt seen before. That must be her. Miranda Vaile.


  I dont know what I thought a possible parent-murderer would look like, but it certainly wasnt this thin, pale creature trailing along behind Mrs Deane. I leant closer to the
  window, wanting a clearer view. As the two figures disappeared from sight, I turned to Ami, my heart skittering.


  Ami looked up. What is it?


  I saw her, I whispered. The new girl.


  Amis eyes widened. What did she look like?


  I struggled for a minute, trying to find a way to describe what Id just seen. She looked . . . blurry.


  Ami sighed. Stupid dirty windows.


  I didnt reply. Mrs Deane hadnt looked blurry  just the new girl. She seemed out of focus, like shed moved at the last minute when someone took a photo. But I knew how
  dumb that would sound, especially to super-sensible Ami. So I stayed quiet, watching the classroom door. Waiting.
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  Everything about Mrs Deane was efficient. The way she knocked. The way she spoke. How she stepped into rooms. It was like she had devised some mathematical formula to ensure
  there was no wastage in anything she did. Miss Falippi. Class. This is Miranda Vaile.


  Twenty-two pairs of eyes locked onto the girl standing beside Mrs Deane. Took in the chalky skin. The rain-grey hair that dripped down from her head and drizzled across her hunched, old-woman
  shoulders. Mirandas uniform hung in sheets, like there was barely enough of her to hold it up.


  I examined her as closely as everyone else. Strange. She didnt look blurry now, of course. It must have been the windows after all. Or my eyes playing tricks on me. But
  there was definitely something about Miranda that made her hard to focus on. She was so nothingy that you found your eyes sliding off her to fix on something else more solid nearby. She would have
  blended in with the background, except that the background was more interesting.


  Katies nose wrinkled and she made her call. The one that would determine how everyone treated this new arrival. Just what we need, she said in her quiet-but-loud voice.
  Another road accident.


  Welcome to Jubilee Park! said Miss Falippi, stretching out a hand for Miranda to shake. Miranda stared at it blankly. The hand faltered and then fled back to where it belonged, on
  the locket.


  Theres a spare seat down the back, Miranda, Miss Falippi said, clearly flustered. Next to Olive. Then she kind of whooshed Miranda down the aisle towards me,
  like she was pushing smoke away.


  I looked down, fiddling around with my books and pens. Why was I so edgy? Its my headache, I told myself. The buzzing. When I knew Miranda would be really close I looked up,
  unable to resist any longer. She was almost directly in front of me and I found myself staring into her eyes. Instantly, the buzzing in my head rose to a crescendo, loud and insistent as an alarm.
  Oh my god 
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  Memory is such a weird thing. There are some things, like songs, that I literally only need to hear once and they are permanently locked into my brain. Other things, like
  algebraic formulas, can pass through my mind multiple times without leaving a trace. But sometimes you remember stuff even when you dont want to. Some things you know will stay with you, in
  perfect detail, for the rest of your life.


  This moment was like that, when I first made eye contact with Miranda, and I recoiled like Id been stung. Id never seen eyes like hers before. The pupils seemed to be made of
  metal, hard and brightly polished. Reflected in them I could see my own face, staring back.
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  Outside the rain was falling hard, but the cinema foyer was warm and dark. Everything about the Mercury was old. The carpets. The wallpaper. The movies. The popcorn. The
  damp-damaged pictures of mulleted movie stars behind the snack bar. Above the photos was a giant plastic ice-cream that whined and pulsed with light when I switched it on.


  I liked working at the Mercury. It smelled of my childhood.


  Ami was leaning against the snack bar, watching as I set up for the evening. Mirrored eyes? she said. Are you sure?


  I wiped down the sign announcing our latest attraction. Gremlins. Part of that years Retro Horror Film-Fest. Toby was waiting for Mum on his usual stool at the end of the counter,
  face glowing green from the laptop in front of him.


  I began wiping the counter. I was regretting telling Ami about Mirandas eyes. It sounded stupid now.


  Toby lifted his drink can so I could wipe underneath. His forehead was creased. Do you have a carrot? he asked. Mum might smell the sugar on my breath.


  Shell be an hour at least, I said. Dont worry.


  Maybe Mirandas some kind of alien, Ami mused. Here to take over the world, starting with the bustling suburb of Jubilee Park.


  The projectionists door opened and Noah appeared. He strolled over to the snack bar openly checking me out. Hey! Hows my favourite employee going? Love your get-up 
  you look even more luscious that usual.


  I ignored that last bit, even though I was kind of proud of my outfit. Id put it together myself for the film-fest, including a bloodied axe-on-a-headband for full effect.


  I began refilling the straw dispenser. Technically, your dad employs me, I pointed out. You know, that guy who owns this place? Works upstairs in the
  projectionists booth. The one whod probably be pretty interested if I told him you were harassing me. Again.


  Noah chuckled. I like your fire.


  He was like a cockroach, Noah. Small. Slick. Hard to squash.


  I plugged my iPod into the stereo and turned up the music. Instantly Noah frowned. Whats this? he said. Not the official Mercury music, thats for
  sure.


  I showed him the album artwork Id made in Photoshop.


  Whos that guy? he asked, pointing to the beauteous face on the screen.


  That, I said, is Dallas Kaye.


  Dallas Kaye. Even saying his name made me feel good. When Id first come out of the clinic  before I found Ami  things were pretty dark. Id thrown out my old clothes
  (which no longer fitted anyway) and most of my possessions too. Id taken a pair of scissors to my hair, giving it jagged lines that mapped my interior state. When Id discovered Dallas
  and his band Luxe, his songs filled some of the empty spaces in my newly cleaned-out life. I holed up in my bedroom and fantasised my way into his life. Luckily when Ami came along, she totally got
  it and we often sat around listening to Luxe together. And she didnt even mock me when I told her I knew Id meet him one day.


  Noah put the iPod down. I suppose you think that guys hot, he said. But youre wrong. Hes a total fake.


  I snorted. Right, and youre a hotness expert?


  I know it takes more than what that guys got, Noah said. Its got to be  genuine. He tapped his chest. Something that comes from
  here. Then he looked at me through the filter of his lashes. Youre hot.


  That would be flattering, I said, if you didnt think every girl you met was hot.


  Im just being honest, said Noah. You are hot. Ive always had a thing for  unusual girls.


  Have you actually seen what Im wearing tonight? I said, gesturing at my axe.


  I did wonder if youd overdone the blood a little, said Noah. But thats the thing. You still look amazing. He sat up suddenly. Hey! Tomorrow
  were showing An American Werewolf in London. You could dress like a wolf. A sexy one.


  Ew! I said, piffing cups at him. Piss off, Noah. Go back into your little booth and learn to project something other than your creepy fantasies.


  The cups clattered to the ground. I need a beverage first, Noah said. Only that and the image of your sweet face will see me through the long evening alone.


  With your dad, I pointed out. The projectionist.


  With my dad, agreed Noah. But otherwise totally alone. Hey  is your brother using the Mercurys laptop? Thats against the 


  There was a muffled thud as something hit the front window. Through the blackness I could just make out the shape of an old woman, struggling with an inside-out umbrella. As I watched, the wind
  flung Loony Oonas umbrella against the window again and then ripped it from her grasp and sent it whirling down the street. She was wearing long white gloves and large wraparound sunglasses,
  even though it was completely dark.


  It was a moment or two before I noticed the other person beside her. Someone who was also in danger of being inverted by the wind. Her face was in darkness but I knew at once who it had to
  be.


  I slid off my seat. Im going out there.


  Do something that scares you every day, Dr Richter told me once. Do it because it scares you.


  Ami shook her head. Dont, she said. Itll look so weird.


  Im just delivering this, I said, grabbing an umbrella. Oonas has blown inside out.


  Ami sighed. Hang on. Ill come too. If she turns out to be some freaky laser-eyed alien, youll need back-up.


  I grinned and held open the door for her.


  Who is going to sell snacks? demanded Noah.


  I was thinking you, I said, as the door swung shut behind me.


  
    [image: ]

  


  The rain was even heavier than before. The wind was strong too. But at least the sound covered the humming noise that had started up again in my head. Oona was standing at the
  edge of the tattered awning that trimmed the cinema roof, peering up at the sky. The broken umbrella blew in circles on the footpath behind her, scratching against the concrete. Miranda was leaning
  against the Mercurys wall, still as a poster. Her eyes were closed.


  Oh dear, Oona said, twisting the fingers of her gloves. When will it stop?


  Miss Delaunay? I said, holding up the umbrella. Take this.


  Oona shrank back. Like she could see the germs crawling on me. I smiled as gently as I could. Made my voice soft and coaxing. Go on. Take it.


  Finally, she nodded. Very kind of you. Its for my great-niece. She loathes getting wet.


  That didnt surprise me. A direct hit from a raindrop would probably knock Miranda unconscious.


  But before Oona could grasp the umbrella, Miranda spoke. Ill take it. It was the first time Id heard her speak and her voice matched the rest of her  flat and
  featureless. If there was an accent I couldnt hear it.


  But you have no gloves on, my dear, quavered Oona. Remember what we discussed? What we agreed? Ill take it, then Ill pass it straight to you.


  No, said Miranda. She glided out of the shadows, hand outstretched. Give it to me.


  I could see her quite clearly now. Her eyes werent mirrored. Not any more, at least. But their expression was familiar. It was the same way Katie checked people out while she rated
  them. There was a difference though. With Katie I could always tell what my score was.


  The blood sang in my ears. Dr Richter had told me that when things started to get too much, I needed to focus my thoughts and control my breathing so that the fear never had a chance of taking
  hold. I tried to do this, but sometimes an old reflex of mine would kick in and Id find myself babbling.


  Dont worry about giving it back, I said. My voice went all high and weird when I babbled. Its from the Mercurys lost property. I work there. Its
  only a tiny cinema  probably way smaller than anything you went to in Europe. Thats if you even went to the cinema. You were probably too busy going to the opera or the theatre or
  whatever you do over there 


  Ami looked at me warningly and I managed to shut up. Then, stepping forward, I proffered the umbrella, holding it out like it was a bouquet. Or a shield.


  Thats close enough! snapped Oona, her voice suddenly shrill. She was making me jumpy. What exactly does she think Im going to do to her precious
  great-niece?


  Miranda, please. Just take the umbrella. Quickly.


  Miranda reached out and her fingers wrapped around the handle, just below my own hand. The muscles of her arm strained, as if holding the umbrella required all her strength.


  Somethings wrong with her, I thought. Shes sick.


  The wind whipped round and splattered raindrops across Mirandas arm. A car went by and her arm was suddenly lit up. I stared. The skin where the water had touched wasnt the same
  shade as the rest of her arm. Like the skin of a totally different person.


  The water beaded and rolled away, leaving a white-ish streak. Make-up. Thats all it is. But who wore foundation on their arm?


  With a sudden movement, Oona darted a glove out and tugged Mirandas coat sleeve down. Come along, Miranda, she said nervously, and gripped her arm. Were
  heading home. Now.


  Mirandas mouth curved up at each end. Perhaps it was meant to be a smile. Then she turned and floated off along behind her great-aunt, pushed along by the wind, umbrella held high.
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  There was a post on the Jubilee Park High School blog the following week with photos of the new students. Id promised myself that Id never look at that load of
  merde again, but I did take a quick peek to see if it had any new information about Miranda. But it just said the same old stuff. Lived overseas. New to our community. There
  was a photo but it was so low-res that if it hadnt had her name at the bottom, I wouldnt have known it was her.


  There was a photo of New Guy too. The one with the mocking smile. The one Id been careful not to look at ever since that first time. I didnt bother reading what was written about
  him, but I couldnt help seeing his name. Lachlan Ford.


  By that stage, everyone else had completely lost interest in Miranda. The rumours, the suspicion, all that build-up surrounding her arrival  everything had been forgotten. By everyone
  except me and Ami, that is. We watched Oona drive up in her funny little bug-like car every morning, just before the bell went. We watched Miranda drift like a cloud to our classroom. During
  classes she sat down the back, near me. Totally silent and still. Miss Falippi never called on her to answer questions. She would look over at Miranda sometimes, but an unsure expression would pass
  over her face and shed look away again.


  And we watched Miranda during breaks as she sat on the bench near the back fence. Eyes half-closed. Palms together in her lap. Was she praying? Photosynthesising, maybe? I never saw her eat.


  Go and talk to her, Ami urged me sometimes. Shes so alone.


  I always found an excuse. I think shed rather be alone. Shes not much of a talker.


  Shes just new, said Ami. Its shitty being new.


  But I wanted to observe Miranda, to try to work her out, and you have to stay back if you want to do that. The only thing was that sometimes I felt like she was the one observing me.


  Then one lunchtime, Miranda wasnt on her bench. I felt the same dizzy confusion Id had when the portable classroom was moved to the back of the field. I knew it could move. I just
  wasnt expecting it to.


  For the rest of the break I felt jumpy. My skull had begun to throb when Ami nudged me. Mirandas behind us, she murmured.


  I turned, as subtly as I could. Sure enough, Miranda was there, blending in with the shadows. I couldnt see her face, but I didnt need to. I knew what she was doing. She was
  watching me.


  An ice-spider scuttled down my back. Lets start walking, I whispered. See if she follows.


  We walked along casually, and we were nearing the corner of the library when Katie etc. came around it. Katie was in full rant mode. She swished by and plonked herself down on a bench. Paige and
  Justine sat on either side of her. Paige was holding a massive bottle of water, her hands interlocked around it like someone might attempt to steal it. Katie reached out and tugged it from her
  hands. She took a swig, then handed it back, without even looking. Cameron was a little way off, joking around with someone. New Guy. No surprises there. Two puzzle-pieces of sky, clicking
  together.


  Katies rant continued. I assumed it was the usual stuff. The stuff Id heard a thousand times when we were friends. Her agent wasnt getting her enough work. The jobs she was
  getting werent good enough. She deserved more. Like, everyone said so. Paige and Justine nodded in all the right places. Made the appropriate shocked noises. No butting in. No advice.
  No contradicting.


  Shes just as bad as ever, I was about to mutter to Ami. But that wasnt true. She was worse. No-one told her when shed gone too far anymore. No-one pulled her up on
  anything.


  I suddenly remembered Miranda and looked around. She wasnt far from Katie etc. Her head was to one side, forehead creased with concentration.


  Shes eavesdropping, I whispered.


  Ami shook her head. Shes not close enough, is she?


  When the bell rang, Katie stood up and moved off, still talking. Justine and Paige followed.


  Ami turned. Wed better go too.


  We started towards our next class. But after a few steps I steered the other way, pulling Ami with me. Ami looked at me curiously. Its a test, I said. To see what
  Miranda does. A few seconds passed before I risked a look behind to see if Miranda was following us. I admit I was surprised when I turned and she wasnt there, lurking in the
  distance. It took me a moment to spot her, trailing behind Katie.


  When Katie reached the door she stopped. Miranda, a few metres behind, stopped too. Katie smoothed her hair and adjusted her skirt. Miranda stood still and watched. Two seconds passed. Three.
  Then slowly Miranda raised her hand to her head and smoothed her hair, just as Katie had done. Then she tugged at her skirt, making it perfectly straight. Just like Katie.


  I turned to make some comment to Ami, but the look on her face silenced me. Ami, my ever-calm, logical friend, looked disconcerted.


  What? I said.


  Theres something  Ami broke off and I could see the rational part of her struggling to come to terms with what she was about to say. Theres something
  not quite right about that girl.


  The pain in my head grew suddenly stronger.
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  By that afternoon, my headache was so bad that I let Ami convince me to go home. The idea of curling up in the darkness of my room for a couple of hours, maybe with Luxe playing
  very softly in the background, was too appealing to resist. I wobbled off home on my bike, the afternoon light playing weird tricks on my aching eyes.


  When Id come home from the clinic, I did some major redecorating. I stripped my bedroom of all the girly, princessy elements that Katie and I had loved, and I considered leaving it like
  that  bare and stark and ugly  but in the end it was too much like my room at the clinic. What I needed was something I could escape into. Once the idea of a fortune-tellers
  tent struck, I became obsessed. I suppose it was something to think about other than my mess of a life. I sourced some lush red velvet curtains and nailed them to the ceiling and the walls so they
  made a basic tent shape. I moved my bed so that it was in the middle and arranged a whole lot of cushions around the room, as well as a Persian rug that Id relocated from the hallway. I kept
  my Magic 8 Ball on top of the ancient  but still excellent  ottoman I found in the neighbours rubbish.


  Riding home that afternoon, I focused on how good it would feel once I was in my room with the curtains down and it was that thought alone that kept my feet turning the pedals.


  Dad used to describe our place as a weathered-board house, which is the kind of bad joke he was fond of making and that Mum laughed at every single time. Or used to. The thing was that
  neither of them meant it  the beaten-up-ness of our house was one of the things they loved best about it. Most of the damage had been caused by the wind blowing in off the bay and as far as
  Mum was concerned, the sea air was something magical. If it thought we needed fewer roof tiles, then so be it. The other thing Dad joked about was what he called our free-range garden, i.e. the
  weed paradise. I swear that things evicted from other peoples gardens would turn up in ours. Every time we wanted to have a barbecue, Dad had to mow down a path to it. Hed lift up the
  things he unearthed along the way  buckets, shoes  pretending they were treasures. When he moved out he took the gags with him, but left the mower and the barbecue set. The grass grew
  longer and longer anyway.


  As I walked up our creaky steps the front door flung open and two hopeful faces greeted me.


  Youre home! said Toby. He was grinning, but looked pale. Paler than usual, that is.


  Mum stroked his hair. Tobes came home at lunchtime, she said. Her voice was cheerful, but I heard the concern beneath it, flickering like a pilot light. Then a third face squeezed
  between Mum and Toby and began enthusiastically licking my hand.


  Hi, Ralphy, I said, giving his head a scratch.


  How about you three stay outside for a while? said Mum, eyeing me. A bunch of orders came through at lunchtime. Id love to get them out.
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