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  Chapter 1


“Jia, can you get the mail for me, please?” called her mother from the other end of the house. 
Jia was halfway through taking off her school polo shirt and called out with a muffled voice, “Sure, give me a minute.”
She tossed the school top on the bed and pulled on a white tank top and her favourite lilac coloured shirt that she tied at the waist. Quickly stripping off her navy-blue shorts and white socks, she put on a pair of black faded jeans that were torn at the knees. She knew the outfit would draw a frown from her grandpa, but she didn’t care. As long as she kept her grades up, followed the rules by going to Mandarin on Saturday mornings, and did her piano practice every night, her parents would allow her freedom to choose her clothing—within reason. She didn’t put on shoes—there were no shoes, aside from slippers, allowed in the house. At the front door, she put on a pair of slides and almost managed to get out the door before her youngest sister arrived.
Luci, who was five, found the idea of trudging to the letterbox every day very exciting. She loved to peek under the flap to see if there was anything in there.
“I wanna come,” she announced.
“You want to come,” Jia corrected without thinking about it. Her parents expected proper English to be spoken at all times. Jia couldn’t count how many times she had heard them tell her how they didn’t move all the way from Hong Kong to Melbourne, Australia to give them all a wonderful life, which meant speaking the language correctly, not the Aussie slang version.
“Come on,” she held out her hand, waiting patiently as Luci figured out which foot her slides went on.
Jia couldn’t help but think how cute Luci looked in her light blue and white striped school dress, with her white school socks pulled up to the knee and her straight, mid length, black hair pulled up in two pigtails. Luci had started prep that year, and even though they were in second term, she hadn’t lost her excitement over going to school every day or the walk home. It took Jia and her middle sister, May, who was nine and in Grade three, all their patience and powers of persuasion to keep Luci walking when all she wanted to do was explore on their way home. Her mum was a radiographer and worked late two afternoons a week, so it was up to Jia to get her two siblings home. Thankfully, Jia’s Dad was in charge most mornings and drove them to school on his way to the markets to get supplies for the family’s Chinese Restaurant, The Happy Wok.
After what seemed an eternity to Jia, who wanted to go inside and get her piano practice over and done with, they arrived at the letterbox. Luci lifted the flap and oohed at the two snails tucked inside. Jia was quick to take the snails and place them in the garden before Luci had a chance to put them in her school dress pocket and they went through the wash. Their mother was unimpressed that Jia had allowed her to play with snails—young ladies didn’t do that. Jia suspected their mother was going to be disappointed with a lot of things Luci would do growing up—that girl liked to get dirty. Luci gleefully reached in and took out the letters and waved them at Jia.
“How many letters are there, Luci?”
“One, two, three, four,” she counted out.
“Yes, very clever. Now, let’s take them to Mama.”
They walked back into the house and took off their outside slides, placing them into the bottom drawer of the dresser by the door.
“Go, give them to Mama. I’m going to start piano practice.” She gave Luci a gentle push down the hallway before heading to the lounge room where the piano sat. May’s flute case lay open on the coffee table, but she was nowhere in sight.
Excellent, Jia thought, I can get this done before May comes in and demands to go first.
Being the oldest, Jia was supposed to lead by example and be kind to her sisters, even when they weren’t kind to her. Quickly, she opened the lid of the piano, then the lid of the bench seat and took out the music book she was learning from.
Just as she was going to sit, her mother called from the other end of the hallway. “Jia, come here for a moment, please.”
Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she huffed to herself and left the room, just as May rushed in.
Great! Now I will have to wait for her to finish.
It was only half an hour, but that could sometimes feel like two hours.
Entering the large open space that was their kitchen, meals area, and family room, Jia found her mother sitting at the kitchen bench, going through the mail. She spied the large colourful fruit bowl on the white bench top.
“May I please have a piece of fruit?” That should waste some time, she thought.
“Of course, but only one piece. I don’t want you spoiling your dinner.”
“Thank you, Mama.” Jia grabbed a banana and peeled it while waiting for her mother to tell her why she had called her.
“There is a letter here for you.”
“For me? But I am too young to get mail.”
Her mother smiled, her perfectly crafted black eyebrows lifting up in an encouraging way. She slid the letter across the bench.
Jia picked it up and stared at it for a few seconds. Why would she get mail? Then her heart began to pound, and her mouth went dry as she noted on the back that the letter came from Bayton Girls Grammar. Quickly she tore it open and scanned the letter, noting that it was addressed to her and there was another letter for her parents, she handed that section to her mother.
“The scholarship exams and interview are on Thursday the 11th of June.” She did the math in her head. That was only three weeks away. It was definitely time to panic.
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  Chapter 2


“Found it,” Nancy announced as she handed Jia a piece of the jigsaw puzzle they were working on. It was an easy 100-piece puzzle with large sunflowers as Nancy’s eyes didn’t work as well as they used to and she had trouble managing to pick up the smaller pieces. 
Jia took it from her old, gnarled fingers and leaned over to put the piece in the far corner.
“Well done, Poppet,” Nancy cheered. “The outside is done. Now, you know what we do next?”
“We separate the colours into piles.” Jia had been doing puzzles with Nancy for over six months now, but every time they started a new one, Nancy gave the same advice: separate the pieces.
They were both silent as they concentrated on the task at hand. Every now and then, one of them held up a piece for silent confirmation of which pile it should go into when there was more than one colour on it.
Jia loved coming to the nursing home and visiting the old, sick people. Many didn’t have visitors for weeks at a time and were lonely. She had begun to come when she had stayed at her friend Deme’s house and the family had visited their Pop on one Sunday morning. It was a quiet place that suited the quiet Jia. She had a grandpa, who had lived in their converted garage for the past two years, but he was grumpy, spoke little English, and complained constantly in Mandarin. He was not fun to be around. The elderly people in the nursing home were keen to hear about her and happy to teach her how to play cards. She had spent that first afternoon learning the card game 500 and helping someone with a word search, while Deme and her family chatted with their Pop. After the visit, she had shyly asked if she could join them next time they went.
“I go every week,” explained Deme’s Mum. “But the family goes once or twice a month. You are welcome to come anytime you like.”
Once Jia’s other friends learned about it, they wanted to join in. Not all of them could always come, depending on what day of the weekend it was. Jia had Mandarin classes, Cassie had netball and Jade had dancing on a Saturday. Sundays were better, but the girls were usually expected to be home, doing homework and spending time with their respective families. Today was one of those great days. It was Saturday afternoon and all of Jia’s friends had been able to visit. They had been coming for so long that the nursing staff had started to let them come without a parent. There were a few basic rules to follow, but the trust given to them was appreciated.
While Jia helped Nancy with her puzzle, Cassie and Deme sat with an elderly man, Ralph, who carried a walking stick and had a large scar on his bald head
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