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			Chapter One

			‘LEXUS COLLINS!’ the principal’s voice boomed over the speaker.

			Lexie’s head shot up, her heart pounding. She turned to Jess in panic, but her best friend was smiling and clapping with everyone else. ‘Go!’ Jess mouthed, pointing at the stage.

			Relief washed over Lexie. She wasn’t getting in trouble – she was getting an award! She edged her way to the end of the row, being careful not to step on anyone’s feet. Passing Moira Carpenter sitting alone at the end of the row, she winced at the red, scaly skin on Moira’s arms, neck and face.

			Lexie smoothed her ponytail and strode up the steps onto the stage, where the principal was waiting to shake her hand. ‘Congratulations, Lexus.’ He handed her a certificate. ‘Here’s Miss Anderson to tell us more.’

			With her short black bob, bright red lipstick and funky, colourful clothes, Miss A was head of English and Lexie’s favourite teacher. Not only was she pretty, but she was also super nice. Though she did wear a lot of makeup. Too much, if you asked Lexie. Some days it was piled on so thick you could see it cracking around Miss A’s mouth and eyes.

			‘The speeches at this year’s regional competition were outstanding. Lexie’s speech was exceptional. She will do a wonderful job representing our school and region. The state final competition will be in Sydney on the second Monday of next term. It will be live-streamed here at school so everyone can watch. Let’s wish Lexie all the very best of luck.’

			‘Take me with you!’ Jess pleaded as the applause died down and Lexie squeezed back in beside her.

			She couldn’t blame Jess for being jealous. What could be better than skipping school to spend the day in the city? And Miss A was right – Lexie’s speech was good. If she practised every single day until her delivery was perfect, she had a really good chance of making it through to the nationals.

			Lexie looked at her certificate and smiled. How proud would Mum and Dad be if she got through to the nationals? They would have to travel to Canberra to compete against students from all over the country. They would stay at a nice hotel and spend the rest of the weekend sightseeing.

			‘Come on.’ Jess tugged at Lexie’s arm. ‘We’re free!’ The principal’s voice was soon lost in the ringing bell and the rising chatter of excited students. Assembly was over and two whole weeks of school holidays had begun!

			Lexie and Jess joined the stampede of students pouring across the oval. The two of them had been discussing holiday plans for weeks. They would hit the beach and the shops, probably the movies.

			And in between all of that, Lexie would practise her speech until it was perfect. Mum, Dad, her aunties and the twins would be her pretend audience – her dog Peach too, of course. And she would practise in front of the bathroom mirror to make sure she was maintaining eye contact and that her gestures and facial expressions were on point. The judges would take note of all those things.

			‘Happy holidays, everyone!’ Miss A called over the loudspeaker. ‘Ditch the screens. Spend quality time with your families.’

			Jess pulled her phone out of her bag. ‘Last daaaay!’ She held it out in front of them and the two girls leaned in towards each other, smiling. Then the two of them squinted at their beaming faces and grinned.

			‘Nice.’ Jess adjusted the lighting. ‘I’m gonna post this one.’

			‘Tag me!’ Lexie would add it to the pinboard above her desk. It was filled with photos of the two of them stretching all the way back to the very first day of kindergarten.

			While Jess fiddled with her phone, Lexie noticed Moira Carpenter heading up the stairs with her head down and her bag slung over one shoulder. Toby Watkins pushed past her roughly, making her stumble into Sarah, who glared at her.

			‘Outta my way, mangy. I’ve got a bus to catch!’ she heard Toby yell.

			Lexie’s heart skipped. She looked around the oval to see if any of the teachers had heard but none of them were looking. By the time she looked back at the steps, Moira had gone.

			‘Did you hear what Toby called Moira?’ Lexie asked Jess as they made their way towards the front gate.

			Jess took a swig of Fanta and shook her head.

			Lexie lowered her voice. ‘Mangy.’

			Jess frowned. ‘What’s mangy?’ She offered Lexie a packet of sour worms.

			‘I’m not sure,’ Lexie admitted, taking a handful. Sour worms were their favourite.

			‘Mange is a skin condition that stray dogs get,’ Sarah said, pushing in between them, and resting a freckled arm on each of their shoulders. ‘My mother treats it all the time.’

			Lexie bristled. Sarah seemed to be butting in a lot lately.

			‘The skin gets really itchy and red and scaly and then all the fur falls out,’ Sarah went on, clearly enjoying the fact that she knew something the other two didn’t. She brushed her strawberry blonde hair out of her face and helped herself to a handful of sour worms.

			‘Humans can’t get it, can they?’ Jess asked.

			Sarah nodded cheerfully. ‘If there are animals in the clinic with mange, Mum won’t let me anywhere near them. It’s catching.’

			‘Eww!’ Jess squealed.

			Lexie pulled a face. ‘Why doesn’t she just go to the doctor?’

			Sarah shrugged. ‘She probably can’t be bothered. But if I had skin like that, I would beg my mum to take me to the doctor.’

			Suddenly Sarah gasped. ‘Moira bumped into me!’ She swung her bag off her shoulder and started frantically wiping the sleeve of her shirt on Jess’s back. ‘Now I’ve got the mange!’

			Jess shrieked and tried to wriggle away, brushing the invisible germs off her uniform. The can of Fanta slipped out of her hand and hit the concrete, spraying Lexie’s shoes.

			Lexie scowled at Sarah. ‘Watch it!’

			‘What?’ Sarah giggled. ‘Moira’s mange is gross.’

			‘Mangy Moira!’ Jess snorted, and the two of them collapsed into giggles.

			Lexie walked on the other side of Jess as they reached the front gate. Sarah and Jess were laughing and chatting but Lexie didn’t feel like talking. Or eating sour worms anymore.

			She supposed they had a point; Moira’s skin was kind of gross. And if it really was mange, she shouldn’t be at school, spreading it around.

			But Lexie couldn’t ignore the twinge of uneasiness in her belly, either.

			

			Chapter Two

			‘Gotta fly!’ Sarah ran towards a black ute that pulled up in the pickup zone.

			Lexie breathed a quiet sigh of relief as they watched it speed off.

			Jess grinned. ‘She’s so funny.’

			Lexie didn’t think so, but she forced a smile. ‘Yeah.’

			They started walking down the road towards the local primary school to pick up Lexie’s twin siblings. Harley was standing in his usual spot by the front gate. Stella’s school bag lay abandoned on the grass nearby. Lexie scanned the trees for her sister’s red uniform and sighed. ‘A two week holiday might not be so relaxing after all.’

			

			‘You can escape to my place any time you like,’ Jess reminded her, picking sour worms out of her teeth.

			‘Oh, I totally will. Stella!’ she called.

			A small figure darted past and hid behind a rubbish bin. Lexie rolled her eyes. ‘Stella, I can see you.’

			‘Want one?’ Jess shouted, shaking the bag of sour worms.

			Stella peered over the top of the bin. Then she scrambled to her feet and came running. ‘Yes!’

			[image: ]

			‘Wanna catch the bus to the beach tomorrow?’ Jess asked when they reached the top of her driveway.

			‘Sure. I’ll check with Mum and message you.’

			The twins were racing each other home. ‘Watch for driveways!’ Lexie yelled, jogging after them.

			‘I’ll ask Sarah, too,’ Jess called after her.

			

			Lexie hesitated. Jess was always so … different around Sarah. She wished she could tell Jess that she wanted just the two of them to hang out like they always did. But she knew it would come off sounding mean.

			Lexie turned around and put on her best smile. ‘Sure.’
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			‘Do I get a kiss?’ Lexie heard Mum ask as the twins dumped their bags at the door and ran into the lounge room to watch cartoons.

			‘You do from me.’ Lexie put down her bag, kissed Mum on the cheek and slid onto a stool at the kitchen counter. ‘Just be glad they’re quiet.’

			‘For now.’ Mum glanced at Lexie and grinned. ‘How did assembly go?’ She laid out three plates and started coring apples. Lexie loved to watch how neatly the sharp metal cylinder took the middle out of each apple while leaving the rest of it untouched.

			‘Great.’ Lexie reached down and rummaged in her bag. ‘I got my award.’ She put her lunchbox on the counter and pushed the certificate towards Mum.

			‘Ooh!’ Mum wiped her hands on a tea towel and picked it up carefully.

			‘Did you get the time off? ’ Lexie asked.

			‘I sure did.’ She came around the counter to give Lexie a big hug. ‘I’m looking forward to spending the day in Sydney together. Dad and I are both so proud of you, no matter what happens.’

			‘I know,’ Lexie replied. ‘But I’m going to win so we can all go to Canberra for the weekend.’

			Mum laughed. ‘Well, I’m glad you’re feeling confident.’

			‘Oh! Can I go to Jess’s house tomorrow? We’re catching the bus to the beach.’

			Mum nodded.

			‘Cool.’ Lexie munched happily on a piece of apple. The holidays were off to a fantastic start.

			Peach, their small tan and white whippet, wandered into the kitchen. Lexie bent down and scooped her up, planting a big kiss on the tip of her black nose. She had a habit of disappearing when the twins were around, but once the coast was clear and she heard Lexie’s voice she usually came out from wherever she was hiding.

			Mum sighed. ‘Don’t kiss the dog.’

			‘Why not?’ Lexie looked up. ‘Does Peach have mange?’

			‘Of course not!’ Mum looked at Lexie in amusement. ‘Whatever gave you that idea?’

			Lexie scratched behind Peach’s ears. ‘Just something Sarah said at school today. Have you ever had mange?’

			Mum laughed. ‘Not that I’m aware of.’

			‘Good. Because humans can get it too, you know. Sarah said so.’

			‘Well, I wouldn’t believe everything Sarah tells you.’ She picked up the twins’ plates and headed into the lounge room.

			‘Moira Carpenter has it.’

			Mum stopped and turned around. Her face was red. ‘Lexus Collins! Moira Carpenter does not have mange. She has severe eczema that’s difficult to manage and, I’d imagine, quite painful to live with. I don’t want you talking about her or anyone else like that ever again, do you hear me?’

			Lexie’s cheeks burned. She couldn’t remember the last time Mum had looked so angry. Well, maybe with the twins, but certainly not with her. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled.

			Upstairs was stuffy and hot. Lexie kicked off her shoes and changed into her favourite denim shorts and a green cropped tee. Then she unpacked her bag. She pulled out her books and her speech and put them on her desk. Then she moved some photos up and hung the certificate at the bottom of the pinboard.

			Instead of hanging her bag in its usual spot on the hook behind her door, she opened her wardrobe and threw it onto the very top shelf. Why look at it for two weeks when you didn’t have to?

			Lexie flopped on her bed with her speech. She closed her eyes and started to recite it in her head. She almost made it through the whole speech before needing to peek. The last few lines were still a bit hazy. Not too bad, though, Lexie thought. A little bit more practice and she would know the entire speech by heart.

			She put it on her bedside table, picked up her phone and opened her conversation with Jess.

			‘All good for tomorrow,’ she typed. She added a string of beach umbrellas, waves, fish and a smiley face. Almost immediately, Jess replied with a triple thumbs-up.

			In the bathroom, Lexie lathered her hands and rinsed them under the tap before splashing her face with cold water and patting it dry. She couldn’t wait to swim tomorrow. Maybe Sarah would have plans and not make it to the beach. Maybe it would just be her and Jess after all.

			As she turned to leave, Lexie smiled at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. People were always commenting on how beautiful her skin was. Unlike many of her classmates who had birthmarks, moles or freckles, Lexie’s skin was perfectly clear. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like to be Moira Carpenter, having to look at that horrible skin in the mirror every day.

			

			That’s funny, thought Lexie. She leaned in closer towards the mirror. There was a little dot on her left cheek. She tried rubbing at it just in case it was pen, but it was definitely not.

			A freckle, Lexie thought. Weird how she had never noticed it before.

			

			Chapter Three

			‘To Lexie,’ Dad raised his glass of orange juice, ‘the most talented public speaker I know.’

			‘Lexie!’ the twins shouted in unison, before Stella clinked Harley’s cup too hard, spilling his orange juice all over the table.

			‘Thanks, Dad,’ Lexie mouthed over Harley’s wails as Mum dived in with a dishcloth to mop up the juice. She sat back down beside Lexie and raised her glass, too. ‘To our clever and gorgeous girl.’ She grinned. ‘With pen on her face.’

			Lexie touched her cheek. ‘It’s not pen. I think it’s a freckle.’

			‘A freckle?’ Mum put down her glass ‘I’ve never seen that before, have you, Peter?’

			

			‘Nope.’ Dad swallowed a mouthful of pie and winked at Lexie. ‘It must be a holiday gift from the freckle fairy.’

			The twins laughed. Lexie rolled her eyes. Sometimes Dad still talked to her as though she was six
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