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Annie POV

I couldn’t help smiling a bit as Abbie and I headed off for school. It was such a contrast to my first day, back in term 1. Then, I had yet to make friends at my new school. 

We made an odd couple, her in her uniform, brought new before the start of the year, and a school bag that still looked better than mine. I was in a second hand uniform, well-worn already.  At least now, we looked less alike. My dad had joked that lots of girls our age looked alike, but Abbie had always kept her hair bleached blond, while mine was a natural light brown. Now however, she had mentally given her father ‘the shove’ and asked to have it dyed black. I didn’t really wonder why. 

Her father had always insisted on blond, that I was sure of, and this was her way of rebelling against him since he’d taken off and left her locked out of the house she considered home. So if he was still considering ways to get hold of money she was now entitled to from the Hartley Trust, he probably wouldn’t recognise her now. 

Oh, yes, Abbie had discovered she was actually one of the missing twin heirs of Maude Hartley, who had been the sole remaining member of the wealthy Hartley family. Though that had not been made public yet.

“How long does it usually take to get to school?” Abbie asked as we were nearing the corner where I usually met up with Martin Kemple, my first friend at Bellfield College.

“About half an hour,” I told her.

“This is like freedom,” she commented. “I was never allowed to go out walking by myself, except to the shop, but that’s like five minutes away from home.”

“It’s not so much fun if it’s raining,” I told her. I actually hadn’t had to use my umbrella so far this year. “Dad or Mum can’t always drive me.”

“I think I would even like that.”

“The first once or twice,” I teased her.

She was honest enough to agree. “Yeah, probably.”

Actually, today I was looking forward to the reaction of her friends, the trio of girls Martin had dubbed the ‘Hell’s Angels’. Martin’s reaction was a preview. His eyes went wide when he saw the black haired version of Abbie. Her hair was shorter too. 

“What are you staring at, Kemple?” Abbie challenged him. 

“You,” he admitted readily. “You have to admit, the difference from your former self is startling.”

“I guess,” Abbie modified her tone. 

“Are you beginning to regret it?” I asked. 

“A bit.”

“Milk it for all its worth,” was Martin’s advice. “Make it a statement of the new you.”

“What do you mean?”

“The you that is not going to let Gail dictate to you anymore,” Martin reminded her.

“She’s always been like that,” Abbie admitted.

“Well, it’s bullying of a sort,” I told her, for the umpteenth time. “And like my dad said, it’s okay to say no when something feels wrong.”

“I know, but Gail and the others are my friends.”

“They don’t have to be the only ones,” I reminded her. 

Martin chuckled at that. “Even if it means that Annie and I have to be secret friends.”

Abbie didn’t answer that directly. “Gail will think I did it to get attention.”

“Well, duh!” Martin drawled. “She wants all that for herself. I bet her folks won’t let her dye her hair and you don’t need to get her permission. It doesn’t matter what she thinks of it either.”

Abbie grew quiet as Martin and I got onto the topic of the Year 10 camp later in the term. 

“My mum said she’d pay for the camp,” Martin surprised me by saying.

“She’s been in touch?” I knew Martin hadn’t seen her since she left them five years before.

“Yeah, she said she heard about my dad being charged. I told her I was okay and how I was an emancipated minor. I also told her I had that order thing to keep him away from me. She hinted that she may try to see me some day.”

“How do you feel about that?” I asked.

Martin took out a tennis ball from his blazer pocket and started to bounce it. 

“Still processing that,” he finally answered.  “I wonder if it’s because I proved to everyone that I wasn’t a delinquent, and my cousins are proving they are. I’m sure it was their step-dad who insisted mum stayed clear of me.”

“I wonder if he got the idea that your mum brought you up better than his wife, aka your aunt, did your cousins.”

Martin shrugged. “Anyway, nothing has been planned. It might never happen. But at least she said she was proud of me.” 

I swiped the ball from him mid bounce, then bounced it back. The brief touch was enough for my freaky gift to tell me how much his mother’s words had meant to him. The emotion he hadn’t the words to express. I was happy for him.

Then Martin glanced behind me to where Abbie had dropped back. He stopped and so did I.

“What are you looking for?” he called back to Abbie who had slowed and was looking around. 

“Nothing,” was her immediate answer. 

“Well, it’s not likely anyone from school will see you with us,” Martin assured her. “Unless my cousins ride by and I would bet that they wouldn’t recognise you.”

“Them!” Abbie retorted. “They are not meant to be near any of us. My friends and I, I mean. I’m sure Gail is still angry about that.”

“And I told them I would tell their step-dad if they came near me.” Martin smirked. “It never stopped them before but in light of recent events, I think their step-dad has put his foot down. They only ever rode this way to annoy me.”

Mention of all that had happened in term 1 put a damper on all of us, and we walked on in silence.

Abbie moved up beside me when Martin sprinted ahead to where his ball had bounced away. From the corner of my eye, I saw her shudder.

“What’s up,” I asked.

She just glanced at me and shook her head. I risked my hand brushing hers as we walked. Abbie pulled hers away as if I had burnt her. “Don’t do your freaky trick on me.”

“Sorry. I didn’t intend to,” I lied. I did not intend to say more as I was trying to figure out why Abbie was feeling terrified. There was no reason, which was probably the problem. 

I tried a sideways approach. “When we reach the school, Martin and I will hang back and let you arrive alone.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Abbie grabbed the idea as a distraction. “Gail won’t expect me to come in the back way...at least not today.”

So, I thought, her fear wasn’t about dreading confronting Gail while in my company. So what was it? I tried to think of possibilities but I was distracted by the wheel rattle of a skateboard coming towards us down the slight hill ahead. 

As the guy drew closer, we all moved onto the nature strip to let him past.  Abbie and I ignored him, but I saw Martin was watching. 

What happened next seemed like an accident, as if the wheels on the board had met an uneven patch of pavement. We were crossing a driveway when he hurtled into us. Abbie and I fell back and the guy fell off his board right next to us. I felt his board bang my shin. We both scrambled to our feet, and saw Martin had grabbed the guy’s arm. He wasn’t that much older than we were.

“Hand it over,” Martin demanded. 

“What?”

“The phone you just took from my friend,” Martin stated. “I’ve seen kids like you doing that trick before.”

“Hey!” Abbie blurted. “My phone!”

I wasn’t worried about mine. I kept it in my school bag.

Martin muttered something to the guy and Abbie’s phone reappeared very quickly in the guy’s free hand, and Martin grabbed it and released him. I decided to give him his board back and picked it up.

“You need to be more careful,” I told him as an intense feeling of nausea consumed me. 

The board was snatched from my hands, dropped to the ground, and the guy raced off.

“You know him!” Abbie accused Martin.

“I’ve seen him and his mates around,” Martin admitted, as I went to the gutter and threw up my breakfast.

“Eew!” Abbie blurted.

“Are you alright?” Martin asked

“Give me a minute,” I requested. I was concentrating on breathing and mentally reciting a memorised mantra.

“Did he hurt you?” Abbie finally asked. 

I shook my head. The relaxation technique was finally working, as was the one to force my gift behind a mental shield. Only then could I analyse what I had sensed from handling the board, without all the emotional aura.

Someone, nearby, needed help.

Martin wordlessly handed me my water bottle. The one I kept in a side pocked of my school bag. I rinsed the vile taste from my mouth, and spat the water onto the grass. 

“You saw something?” Martin guessed.

“What?” Abbie asked, realising she was missing something.

“That guy did the same thing to someone else,” I said. Abbie’s mouth widened into an ‘O’.

“Okay...you did that freaky thing again.”

“Yup,” I agreed. “We need to find his earlier victim.”

“Well, if that guy was into pinching phones, I think he dropped his own.” Martin leant over and grabbed something near the fence of the house where we were. He had used a handkerchief to handle it.

“Are you sure it’s his?” Abbie asked.

Martin glanced my way now I had straightened up. I went over and used my littlest finger to lightly touch the phone Martin held. I didn’t get much of an image, so I mentally ‘uncovered’ that finger. 

“No, I don’t think it belonged to that skateboarder,” was my opinion. “But we need to find his victim. I don’t think he is very far away.”
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Annie POV

Abbie checked her watch. “We’ll be late if we do.”

“I think it’s on our way,” I said with more hope than trust that I was right. 

“We should tell the police...” Abbie stopped before saying anymore. I don’t think she wanted to recall her all too recent encounters with them. 

“If it was just us,” Martin began, “we could report it when we got to school. Get Ms Sutton on our side.”

“No...if someone needs our help...”Abbie seemed to realise that was the right thing to do.

We sorted ourselves out and continued walking. Abbie was limping slightly and I was happy to walk more slowly as I tried to relax my gut. 

“This sounds stupid,” Abbie murmured to me. “But I just knew something was going to happen today.”

“I thought that you dreading the almighty scenes Gail might make about one thing or another.” I tried to make a joke of it.

“Gail always carries on. This was different. Is your freaky gift rubbing off on me?”

“I doubt it. I think you are reading too much into this.”

Martin had moved ahead at a fast walk and was glancing into each front garden. He suddenly disappeared from view, but when we had gone on another hundred metres, he popped back out just in front of us. He beckoned us into what was a narrow lane between two houses. Not far along was a kid in Bellfield uniform, sitting on the ground and leaning against the picket fence of someone’s back yard. Coming closer, I saw his face was bleached of colour and his knee was at an odd angle. 

Martin was glowering. “I think he was knocked out for a while.”

“Does he need an ambulance?” I asked, putting my bag down so I could get to my phone. 

“I think he does need help, but maybe we should call detective Kelly,” Martin suggested. “He can take charge and we can get to school.”

“Right, I’ll do that,” I agreed. When Martin began heading back to the street, I called out, “Where are you going?”

“To see if anyone in the house is at home. The bastard tossed William’s crutches over the fence. Stay with him, okay.” I didn’t have much choice. Abbie was already following Martin. 

I went and crouched next to the boy. He wasn’t anyone I recognised. 

“Hi. Can I do anything for you?”

He took a moment before he answered. “No. Just don’t knock me.”

“Martin said you were William. I don’t think I have seen you at school. What class are you in?”

I was surprised to hear he was meant to be in the same class as I was. 

“Oh. So that was how Martin knew who you were.”

“You must be new.”

“I started at Bellfield this year. I’m Annie.”

“I’ve been in hospital having operations. I just got the okay to go back to school. Now this.”

“Martin said to call the police, so just give me a minute.”

William groaned. “I don’t want a fuss.”

“It’s okay. Detective Kelly is nice. I trust him. He’ll know what to do.”

“My mum will freak. She didn’t want me walking to school, but I had to, you know.”

I didn’t answer him, because Detective Kelly answered my call. “Hi, it’s Annie Jamieson.”

“Annie, how are you?”

“I’m fine but...” I explained the situation and briefly mentioned our own trouble.

He told me, “I’m on it, Annie. I will call an ambulance. Wait there.”

I sighed. We would be late.

Martin returned with a stormy look. 

“No luck?” I guessed.

“Stupid old—“ Martin cut off his intended epithet.

“Told us to get lost,” Abbie growled. “Did you ring Kelly?”

“He’s on his way. He said to wait here. You can go on if you want.”

“No. If I’m going to be late, it’ll be better if we all arrive together,” Abbie decided.

William commented, “I heard Gill was acting Headmaster.”

“He is,” I confirmed. “And I got into trouble with him on my first day. He’s going to warn me about making it a habit. Do you want me to call your folks?”

“No.” William groaned again. “I can wait to worry them. Though, I did say I would call when I got to school.”

“We should be there now,” I muttered. “So you can tell them you lost your phone. But I think Martin might have it. The guy who barrelled into us, dropped one.”

“A Samsung?” William asked hopefully.

“I think so, but the screen is cracked.”

“Can I have it?”

“Might have the guy’s prints on,” I suggested.

William groaned again. “I hope they don’t want me to go to the police station.”

“More likely the hospital, but you should tell them what happened.”

“Kelly’s here,” Martin called from back near the street, about ten minutes later.

I looked and all I could see was a white car of some kind parked across the entrance to the lane.

Then Kelly and a uniformed officer came into view. He greeted me with, “Annie, I thought I’d seen the last of you for a while.” I could have done without that reminder, but I was still relieved to have him take charge. 

“My folks will probably be thinking the same,” I told him. “Did Martin tell you that the guy who ran into William chucked his crutches over the fence so he couldn’t go anywhere?”

“And told us to get lost when we asked the owner to let us get them?” Abbie added.

Kelly did a double take. “Abbie Carson?”

She grinned at his expression. “Do you still need us to hang around? We’re late for school.”

“Have you anything to add?” Kelly asked her.

“Only that the same guy ran into us.”

“I will need to get statements from all of you,” Kelly told us.

I decided to say, “Gill is going to be on my case.”

That seemed to do the trick. He checked his watch, just as the bell rang. 

“Okay, get to school. I will come by and explain things to Gill and get your statements there.”

“So much for me trying to convince Gill I was making a new start,” Martin muttered.

Kelly just chuckled. “I will talk to you all later.”

“Thanks, Kemple,” William called out. “And you girls!”

We’d gathered our stuff and headed off at a fast walk until we neared the back of the school.

“They usually have a year level assembly first off,” Abbie told me. “Then homeroom. I don’t think I want to go to the assembly.”

Personally, I would have preferred to avoid the ‘go to the office for being late’ option too. “Can we get away with going straight to homeroom?”

“Only if no one spots us,” Martin predicted. “But I’m not that lucky.”

It turned out, none of us were. We arrived as the assembly ended and were heading to join the crowd, but still having our bags with us was a flare lit giveaway.

“Kemple! Jamieson!” Mr Tucker called out. “You too, young lady.” He meant Abbie, who had tried to keep going, exaggerating the limp. We sighed in unison and answered the summons.

“So, sneaking in late?” Tucker asked rhetorically. Have you a late pass? No? A note from your parents?”

“We had some trouble on the way to school,” I found myself saying. “Some kid on a skateboard knocked Abbie and me over.”

Tucker gave us both a head to foot scrutiny. His expression changed at the same time that I realised my stockings were wrecked and the skin on my knee was grazed. “Then I suggest you go to the nurse first and then to admin.” A moment later he finally recognised Abbie. “Miss Carson, I note you were limping. You should go with Miss Jamieson.”

Martin spoke as Tucker turned his way. “I will need to tell them at the office that Will Barlow won’t be in either. The same kid ran into him too. We called the police and they took over, but they will need to talk to us later.”

“Very well, Mr Kemple. You do that.”

Abbie and I changed direction, just in time to catch my friend, Naomi, giving me a quizzical look. Rather than calling out, I forced a grin and waved. Hopefully, she would tell our homeroom teacher, Ms Sutton, we were at school. Martin headed for the office.

“Shit! Gill’s already there,” he muttered on passing. 

“Hope he loses his wit dealing with you,” I called after him. 

Martin turned back, “I like you too, Annie.” His grin told me he wasn’t annoyed.

If I had thought avoiding Gill was a plus, I had forgotten about Ms Foster, one of the senior teachers.

“Where are you girls going?”

“To the nurse,” I explained. As if it wasn’t obvious. 

“How did you get in that state? Fighting?”

I resisted snapping back at her. I did not appreciate her innuendo. Instead I gave her a brief version of what I had told Mr Tucker. She turned her attention to Abbie. Her frown took a while to disappear, while she tried to identify Abbie. 

“Miss Carson, I wasn’t sure if you would be returning this term.”

“What?” Abbie looked at her. “Why not?”

“Your father requested a refund of fees.”

“When was that?” Abbie demanded, and ignored the frosty glare for her rudeness.

“It was mentioned last week.”

“That bastard!” Abbie exploded.

“Miss Carson! This school teaches students to respect their parents. You must have been in Mr Kemple’s company too much.”

I shushed Abbie to stop myself blurting out some impolite things myself.

“Get yourselves seen to then report to the office for a late pass.”
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Annie POV

“Bitch,” Abbie muttered when the teacher was out of earshot. 

“She doesn’t know what has been going on,” I said. 

“Not her business,” Abbie agreed. “Gill will find out, if he doesn’t know already.”

“Why don’t you call your Mr Tyrell and wise him up?” Since her father had walked out and left her on her own, the elderly lawyer had taken the role of Abbie’s guardian. The knowledge that she was actually one of the missing Hartley heirs, had not reached the school yet.

“Yes, I should do that,” Abbie agreed. “He’s nice, even if he is old-fashioned.”

When the nurse met us, after a wait of five minutes, I had to tell the story all over again. At least, she didn’t pester us with questions and fixed us up with dispatch. Abbie announced her ankle felt better with the bandage giving it support, and I was glad of the soothing cream she’d applied under the adhesive bandage. It did stand out, being about four inches square. 

The nurse tutted over my ruined stockings and suggested I take them off while she hunted for some spare long socks that were an alternate part of the winter uniform. 

“Mostly it’s only the lower level girls that wear them,” Abbie told me. 

“At least I won’t get a uniform slip.” I took in her implied warning of what certain people would say. It all went along with Gail’s choice of nickname for me...Charity Case...because I had all second hand uniform pieces. 

With our notes from the nurse, we went to admin to get the late pass. Martin was nowhere around, but we didn’t escape Gill. 

“I hope you ladies were not fighting again,” he commented. 

I held back a retort. Abbie and I had...once...soon after I started here, but we’d gone passed that.

“No, Sir. We were bowled over by an idiot on a skateboard on the way here.”

Of course, he made a remark about being courteous when talking about others. 

“Well, Sir, he was stupid. He tried to pinch Abbie’s phone and Martin caught him at it.”

“Yes, and I understand the person ran off.”

“He did,” I agreed. “But I still know what he looked like.”

“Well, hurry off to class, and don’t make a habit of being late.”

By then, I really wanted to forget about the matter for a while, and split with Abbie to go to Italian, while she went to Textiles.

I slipped into class, passed the paper slip to my teacher, and took the nearest empty seat. Mr Vernetti hardly paused in his roving lecture. I tried to concentrate, but I didn’t know where I was for taking notes. I might just as well have missed the class completely. When the bell went, he gestured me to wait. 

“Annie, Annie, Annie, however am I to make you a mistress of Italian if you do not arrive on time?”

“Sorry, Mr Vernetti. I was held up on the way to school.”

“Yes, well, I have told the rest of the class to read over a chapter of this book.” He handed me a book with a ‘class copy’ sticker on it. “See what you can make of it. Also, I will have a website for you to visit to practice speaking. It will be in the notes for today.”

“Thank you,” I told him, glad to be able to hurry away.

I had to run to get to history but at least I had a sure place to sit with Naomi and Karen. Neither tried to bombard me with questions, but Naomi nudged me to look in the direction of Abbie who was smiling at a red-faced Gail.

“When did Abbie dye her hair,” Karen asked in a low voice.

My two best girlfriends knew Abbie was now staying with me, and quite happy to keep the secret. 

“Saturday,” I whispered back.

We were to start a new topic in history, and it was to involve Australia’s role in WW2. At the end of class, we were told to research our own family to find out if any of our relatives were involved in the war. 

I dawdled back to the lockers, preferring to miss World War Gail. “What did I miss at assembly?” I asked my friends.

“Not much,” Karen summarised. “They were on about the interschool sports. Those who will be competing will be told this week. And they mentioned where the year 10 camp will be. Someplace called Lake Adventure Camp. It’s near Emerald.”

“Where’s that?” I asked. 

“Somewhere in the Dandenongs.”

Seeing I was no wiser, Naomi added, “East of here, probably about an hour’s drive.”

“So, did they say what sort of things we do there?”

“Not in detail. Info about it will be sent home with us either this week or next. There will be two times, meaning two of the year ten classes will go each time,” Naomi explained. 

Karen went on, “And the usual reminder that we are meant to be in winter uniform this term.”

That, at least, I had known.

Later, after we had wandered over to our favourite lunch spot, Naomi finally gave in to curiosity. “What happened to you coming here?”

Yet again, I told the tale, but it reminded me that Kelly was going to come to see us. I kept glancing at the front carpark. Though, the day’s routine was out because of the assembly. Lunch was going to be shorter. 

“Kelly said he’d talk to Gill, who told me not to make a habit of being late, and hoped I hadn’t been fighting again. So did Ms Foster.”

“I told you Gill holds grudges,” Naomi murmured.

“He wasn’t as bad as I expected. Martin saw him first and must have explained things, or tried to.”

“Well, he shouldn’t have made the comments he did, then,” Naomi said. “Anyway, we told Ms Sutton you were here.”

“I wonder what version of the story she gets told.” Karen voiced the question. Our home room teacher was her aunt, and sometimes she heard things of interest. “Do you think William will be alright?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I only know he said he’d been having operations.”

“We weren’t told much, just that he’d had an accident, just before the long break,” Naomi related.

“My aunt said he’d be in hospital for a while.”

“Well, I hope he hasn’t relapsed,” I said. “He seems nice.”

“Will is alright. He was in the school basketball team last year. Guess he won’t be this year,” Karen sighed. 

Naomi winked at me when Karen wasn’t looking. It made me wonder of Karen had a bit of a crush on him. 

“So, what did you and Abbie get up to during the break?” Naomi asked. 

I chuckled and told them about getting early practice in self-defence. 

“So, are those two Americans still around?” Naomi asked. She had seen them at the scout house.

“No, they had to get back home. They left late last week. Though, I kind of wanted to see Wanda take on Gill.”

“Fat chance,” Karen snorted. “Though I heard Gail was going to do that option. Not sure about Helen or Clare. So, who do you think the instructors will be?”

I could only shrug.
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