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To my friends – those who have been on the journey from the start and those who have joined along the way – thank you.
D.W.




‘They’re here! They’re here!’ Agatha ran down the hallway to the front door and flung it wide open. Before her stood a small group of overly excited girls with their smiling mothers gathered behind.
‘Happy birthday!’ they cheered in an unexpected chorus. Agatha couldn’t contain herself. She jumped on the spot, clapping her hands together. As she made a sweeping gesture with her arm for everyone to enter, Agatha looked down the hall and saw Edith approach. Her mother, as always, looked beautiful; her hair neatly swept into an elegant updo, her dress flowing around her with every step. ‘Welcome, welcome, everyone,’ Edith said. ‘We have everything set up out the back. Agatha will lead the way.’
Agatha skipped her way back down the hall, the giggling girls following closely behind. ‘You can put the presents there,’ Agatha said, pointing to the coffee table, as they passed through the newly decorated sitting room.
When they reached the back door, the young guests could see a long table of the required party treats already set up under the shade of a large plane tree. ‘Come and look at the cake! It’s a real one from the bakery, not a homemade one!’ Agatha said, her eyes wide from the excitement that had been building for days.
Taking pride of place in the centre of the table sat a tall round cake, its sides completely covered in hundreds and thousands with six extra-tall colourful candles on top. Pink icing seemed to be running down the sides, as if it was melting from the candles. The small gathering ‘oohed’ and ‘aahed’. ‘There’s a surprise inside it, when it’s cut open,’ Agatha said in a loud childish whisper.
‘What is it? What’s the surprise, Agatha?’ one of the girls squealed.
‘You’ll see,’ Agatha replied, then quickly squeezed her lips together as if to hold back the secret, making her face look as if it were going to burst.
‘Ahh, I see everyone’s here! Time for me to swing into action.’ Agatha’s father was standing next to a deflated jumping castle. He clapped his hands together and went into the garage. Within moments the pump started to push out the air and slowly the castle came to life.
‘Come on,’ Agatha said. The small troupe of giggling girls ran to the entrance of the jumping castle, flicking off their shoes in preparation, cheering as the castle went higher and higher.
The mothers had gathered on the back verandah.
‘They’re going to have so much fun, Edith. What a great idea to have a jumping castle,’ one said.
‘And it is a perfect night for it, so balmy,’ said another.
‘Great way to start their summer holidays, a birthday party and then Christmas not far away,’ said the first.
‘Agatha has been so excited about it for weeks,’ Edith said. The other mothers all nodded and smiled, each knowing the over-excitement in the lead up to such events.
‘Every time I come here,’ another mother said, ‘you and Karl have done something more to the house. It’s looking great. I hope you’re not planning to sell?’
‘No, no. We wouldn’t move from here. Great neighbours and friends, close to Karl’s work, Agatha loves her school. No. We aren’t moving. But we have finally finished the bathroom. Do you want to see it?’
‘If it’s anything like your kitchen renovation, it will be amazing. I should get you to design my kitchen. Goodness knows, I need a new one.’
‘Edith, have you ever thought of interior design, you know, as a career? You have excellent taste.’ The others murmured in agreement.
‘It has crossed my mind. Maybe in a few years,’ Edith said, as she led them back inside.
Karl watched them move from the verandah back into the house. He smiled. Turing his attention back to the girls, he said, ‘Rightio, ladies, I do believe it’s ready. On you go.’ They did not need to be told twice.
Agatha was first on, and from the middle of the castle, jumping as high as she could, looked over at him and said loudly, ‘This is the best party ever, isn’t it, Dad?’
‘It sure is.’
Several minutes later, having seen the mothers out, via the new bathroom, Edith appeared at his side. He put his arm around her shoulder. ‘Great idea, sweetheart. This will keep them busy and exhaust them at the same time.’
‘We have a few other games to play too. Isn’t it great to see her so happy? And she has such lovely little friends.’
‘Everything is just as we planned it would be, and I don’t just mean the party.’ Karl kissed the top of his wife’s head. She looked up at him as his gaze travelled from the jumping castle to the back of the house and around the garden. They had both worked hard for this, for all of this.
‘I better go and check inside. There’s a lot of squealing going on out here.’
Karl watched Edith walk into the house, before turning back to his daughter, the smile on her face wider than he had ever seen it before.
‘Happy birthday, my darling,’ he said to her. Although Agatha couldn’t hear him, she understood every word.








Agatha was eating breakfast at the kitchen table when the phone rang. She watched Katherine look at the caller ID, glance towards Agatha and walk to the other room before answering. ‘Are you sure, Nell? I mean, you said it was going to be longer. She’s happy here and ... ’
There was a long pause. Agatha waited. It wasn’t hard for her to imagine what Nell was saying on the other end of the conversation. ‘Yes. I’ll tell her. It’s not right, you know. She shouldn’t have to ... ’ Katherine stopped herself, or Nell interrupted her; either way Agatha knew what Katherine would have said, if she had a chance to finish that sentence.
When she returned, Agatha was still eating her cereal.
‘That was Nell,’ Katherine said. ‘She’s going to come and pick you up at eleven hundred hours.’
‘Okay.’
‘I’m sorry, Agatha. I thought you could stay here for a lot longer. I would like you to stay longer.’
Agatha shrugged. She wanted to stay. She wanted to cry. But she had learnt a long time ago that it didn’t matter what she wanted; not anymore.
Finishing the last spoonful, she picked up her bowl and walked to the sink. As she passed her, Katherine’s gentle hand touched Agatha’s shoulder, a small tender gesture Agatha would miss. ‘I’ll help you pack, sweetheart.’
‘It’s okay, Katherine, I can do it.’
‘We have plenty of time. Why don’t we go to The Vale and get you a few things to take home? Maybe some winter clothes? I know it’s still hot, but I saw the winter clothes are already out.’
‘I don’t need anything, Katherine. Thanks, anyway.’
Agatha rinsed her bowl and left it in the sink. She stood for a moment and watched the swirling water settle into a calm flatness in the bowl. Katherine stepped closer beside her. ‘Agatha, you know you can come here anytime. Anytime.’
Agatha turned and stepped into the warm embrace Katherine always had waiting for her. She pressed her head hard into her chest, so she could hear her heart beating, feel her warmth on her ear. Katherine smoothed out Agatha’s long dark hair. ‘Shhhhh ... ’ she cooed softly, as Agatha let the tears well and fall from her eyes onto Katherine’s apron. Agatha took in everything from moments like this, always thinking this could be her last.
When Agatha had first arrived at Kathrine’s home in late December, she didn’t say a word. Not that it bothered Katherine. Years as a Navy wife meant she was used to waiting, being patient, being surrounded by silence. She could wait.
Agatha was the first foster child she had taken into their home. After years of travelling for the Navy and without children of their own, it was her husband, Lawson, who had suggested they try being foster parents, now that they were going to settle into one place.
Despite her nursing background and having looked after nieces and nephews over the years, Katherine had been unsure if she could take on such a responsibility or if they would be too old to be considered. But Lawson had no doubts.
‘You know, fifty-two is not considered old anymore, certainly not by us! You will be great, Katherine, a natural,’ he had said to her, as they headed to their first information session. ‘And it won’t be long before I fully retire and we will have plenty of time ahead of us to do this together.’
Then, just after Christmas, a couple of days after Lawson had left for his last deployment, Agatha arrived.
Katherine had a well-established daily routine. Up at 6:30 am, a brisk morning walk with their small terrier, Chief, and her husband, if he was home. Next, breakfast – the usual muesli with yoghurt and fruit, then a shower and on with the day’s activities. Agatha didn’t have any routine. At first, Katherine didn’t want to leave her alone, however Nell advised her to ‘just be normal’, so Katherine left notes:
Morning Agatha,
Chief and I are out for a walk. We’ll be back at 0700.
Katherine.
Morning Agatha,
I’ve gone to the garden shop to get strawberry plants. I’ll be back in an hour, at 1100. Maybe we could plant them together.
Katherine.
Morning Agatha,
When you get up could you give Chief a biscuit? You will find them in the red tin on the laundry shelf – just one, even though he will beg you for more.
Katherine.
By the fifth day, even Katherine had had enough. After her morning walk, she delayed her breakfast until 8:30 am and then approached the shut door of the guest room. Knocking gently, she waited. With no response, she opened the door and took a step in. To her surprise, Agatha was sitting upright on the already made bed, her suitcase beside her.
‘Good morning. You’re up. That’s good to see.’ Katherine’s voice was cheery and light. She moved over to the window, pulling on the cord to raise the blind, letting in the morning light.
Agatha shrugged. Chief had rushed past Katherine and jumped up onto the bed. At first, Agatha pulled back, but Chief was irresistible and soon enticed a pat from her. Katherine caught a glimpse of the small smile that passed over Agatha’s face.
‘Well,’ Katherine continued, ‘I’m about to make breakfast. Why don’t you join me?’
She turned and, without hesitating or looking back, walked towards the kitchen, hearing the patter of Chief’s small feet and the soft footsteps of Agatha behind her.
All through January, Katherine gave Agatha her normal life. Agatha soon fell into the same morning routine, proudly holding onto Chief’s lead when they walked, waving to their neighbour, Rita, who was always out in her garden. Agatha learnt how to clean up after a delicious homemade breakfast, putting everything away and wiping down the benches.
It was on these morning walks that Katherine talked about the many places she and Lawson had lived, the challenges of finding herself alone and somewhere new, while Lawson was away, and the joy of finally having a place they would keep for themselves.
At the beginning, Agatha just listened, but as the days passed, she too shared small things with Katherine. She understood what Katherine meant about loneliness, about moving to new places – after all, she had been in and out of foster homes all over Melbourne.
Now, two months after she had first arrived, as they stood silently in the kitchen waiting for Nell, Agatha thought about all the things she was about to lose.
Katherine spoke, breaking the sad silence. ‘I have something for you.’
Without letting her go, Katherine took a small step back from Agatha, stretched out her arm to a drawer and took out a small floral purse. ‘I know it looks a bit old fashioned, but it was my grandmother’s. I’ve kept it all these years because she was such an important person in my life. I want you to have it.’
Agatha looked at it, turning it over and over in her hands and undoing the small silver clasp.
‘Inside is my phone number,’ Katherine continued, ‘which I think you know already, but just in case, and directions on how to get from your house to here. I checked the fare and there’s a travel card, you just have to swipe it, like we did that day on the train to the city, and some money, just in case. You will need to take a bus and two trains.You can call me from the station. I’ll come and get you. It’s all written down here.’
Agatha held the purse to her chest. She looked up at Katherine, who wiped away the last tear with one gentle touch of her finger.
‘Let’s keep this between you and me, Agatha. You’re old enough to travel here on your own if you have to. You know what I mean, don’t you?’
Agatha nodded.
Just before Nell was due to arrive, Agatha and Katherine said their goodbyes in the privacy of the sitting room. Chief circled around their feet, making a small whining noise, as if he knew what was happening.
With that done, Agatha went outside and sat on the front step, her left hand resting on top of her bright orange suitcase beside her. Katherine stood at the front window, with Chief sitting at attention beside her, as arranged – as Agatha had insisted.
It was time to leave again, Agatha thought, to return to where she belonged but didn’t want to be.
A car pulled into the driveway. From the step, Agatha could see the friendly face of Nell, with the same ‘I’m sorry’ expression as last time.
Agatha stood and picked up the suitcase. It wasn’t heavy.
Nell stood in the open door of the car, one leg out, the other resting in the doorframe. With one hand holding the top of the car door, she gave a small wave with the other. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘All ready?’
Agatha replied with a slow shrug – her favourite word. She reluctantly walked towards the car. Leaving the car door open, Nell walked to the back and opened the boot, watching Agatha’s every move. She placed the suitcase perfectly in the middle, straightening it with a slight adjustment and running her hands over the top of it, as if to smooth out the already smooth surface. ‘Here we are again. Are you hungry?’ Nell said. Agatha looked at her. While her voice sounded cheery, her face told Agatha a different story.
‘Is it better? At the house, I mean,’ asked Agatha.
Nell let out a sigh. ‘A little bit.’
Agatha nodded. ‘So, nothing’s changed. You’re taking me back again and nothing’s changed.’
‘I’m sorry.’
Agatha shrugged. She tried to show Nell that she didn’t care that nothing had changed. But this time she did care. She cared a lot.
As Nell’s car pulled away, Agatha took one last look at her temporary home. She could see Katherine standing in the front window, Chief still sitting at attention beside her. Katherine gave a small wave. It looked like she wiped a tear from her eye too.
Agatha breathed in deeply. This time she was leaving with a secret, tucked into the pocket of a pair of jeans inside her suitcase. The floral purse would bring her back.
Things may not have changed at home, but Agatha had changed.




Nell turned on the car radio, hoping for some music to break the silence that had settled between them. The irritating sound of a carpet commercial blared out, causing her to instantly hit the off button.
‘That’s so annoying, that commercial. I’ll have it going around and round in my head all day now,’ she said in her usual light and friendly voice.
Agatha gave her a quick glance, but returned to staring out the window.
Nell tried again. ‘We don’t have to go straight there. Do you want to do anything, you know, on the way?’
‘No.’
The silence returned.
Nearly an hour later, Agatha knew they were getting closer. She had always lived in Greensward, a suburb that once, long before Agatha was born, had been developed on the green fringe of the city. It had been built so that city families could live as if they were in the country. They could pretend. There had been large open spaces dotted with trees, a man-made creek forced to flow, with paths and tracks built alongside it for families to walk together, maybe on an evening stroll.
Regular-sized houses were built on larger blocks so that children could have pets, room in their own yards to play or grow a veggie garden. An illusion had been created and sold. People who wanted to work in the city but live in the country saw Greensward as the perfect solution.
Over the years, the original Greensward had melted away, the illusion had faded, changing from its original design as more housing was needed. The larger blocks were subdivided for more houses so more families could move in, which was when Agatha’s parents arrived. Apartment blocks began to spring up and the streets became busier, crowded. The Greensward Agatha had grown up in had fewer open spaces, and no sign of the original creek. Her primary school, which she’d stopped going to, had to have more buildings added as more children arrived. Gradually, its green spaces disappeared too.
Greensward wasn’t special anymore. It was cramped and bland.
As Nell steered the car along its narrow streets, Agatha could feel herself needing to take in deeper and deeper breaths as her chest tightened. When they got to her street, she felt her fists clench. There was no turning back, but she already knew that.
17 Pendula Place looked similar to 15 and 19 Pendula Place. The houses were almost the same. The front yards had the same fencing, although the gardens were different. In fact, the whole street looked the same. It was just that number seventeen had its secrets.
Nell knew better than to pull into the driveway. She stopped the car so that Agatha’s door lined up with the front gate. Agatha had a straight line of view from where she sat to the front door. ‘The front looks the same,’ she commented.
‘Hmmm. Well, you and I both know it’s not the front that has the problem,’ responded Nell. She leaned forward, hugging the steering wheel. ‘Are you ready?’
‘Do I have a choice?’
‘It was a dumb question. Sorry.’
‘It’s not your fault, Nell. I know it’s not your fault.’
‘We’re going to keep trying, Agatha, really we are.’
Agatha shrugged.
Nell got out and went to the boot.
Agatha waited another few seconds, looking at the closed front door. Why she was expecting a warm welcome home greeting, she didn’t know. She had never had one before, so this wasn’t going to be any different.
The sound of the car boot shutting was enough to jolt her into action. She opened the car door and got out. Taking the suitcase from Nell, she moved to the front gate and stood. Nell was just behind her.
‘You don’t have to come in,’ Agatha said.
‘Yes, I do. You know that.’
Agatha did know that, but in a way, she just wanted to hear Nell say it.
They walked up the short path to the front door. Agatha knocked and waited. There was no response. No sound of anyone coming to open the door. She put her hand into her pocket and got out a key. She unlocked the door and slowly opened it.
Stepping inside, Agatha could tell instantly that the change that was meant to have happened, that she’d been promised would happen, hadn’t. Some of the piles from near the front door had been cleared away so that the door could now fully open, however the remainder of the hallway looked the same. The musty dank smell hadn’t been swept away either.
Agatha turned her body sideways, sandwiched between two high piles of newspapers and junk mail, and shuffled along. Nell was right behind her.
From the floor to the ceiling, pile after pile of newspapers crowded in over them. Papers that had been delivered, others that had been scavenged, all waiting to be read, which Agatha knew would never happen. Years ago, when she was smaller, Agatha would look at these paper walls and they had seemed so high, so tempting to climb. Now, as she stood taller, she could see them for what they really were: insurmountable.
Several sidesteps along, she came to her bedroom door. It was shut. She looked at Nell, who leant forward and whispered, ‘I made sure this was looked after. Well, as best we could. You’ll see.’
Agatha opened it and stood in the doorway. Her small bedroom had been rearranged. The bed had been moved to the other side, near the window, and the old cardboard boxes of clothes she had left behind had been removed. She could see the carpet and the walls. She stepped inside and put the suitcase down. Along one wall were plastic tubs, stacked five high. She turned to Nell. ‘And these?’ she questioned.
‘I did say we did the best we could. We did managed to get the stuff sorted and the things she had to keep got put into tubs. I know it’s not what you wanted, but it’s getting closer. We’ll keep working on it.’
Agatha shrugged. She scolded herself for having expectations – not high ones, just any at all.
‘We better go and find them. They’ll be pleased to see you.’ Nell’s voice sounded hopeful, but Agatha knew it was false hope.
‘I know where they’ll be. Where they always are. You don’t have to stay.’
‘I want to make sure you’re going to be okay, before I leave.’
‘If that’s what you really want then you shouldn’t have brought me back.’ Agatha’s quip was sharp, and she instantly regretted it. Nell had no more control over this situation than she did.
Back in the hallway and a few steps along to the sitting room, Agatha soon saw why Nell had said that not much had changed. The room was past being cluttered. It was full of stuff, more than when Agatha had left. Her mother’s way of coping with the panic.
Agatha turned her body this way and that as she weaved through the room. Even the little spot where she always sat, at one end of the sofa, had been covered by the spreading mound of various plastic containers. There were blue and white ones, some with decorative sides, some that belonged in a takeaway shop rather than a house. Containers within containers. Plastic shopping bags of plastic containers. Agatha looked around, before picking some up and moving them further along the sofa, reclaiming her spot.
The sitting room was filled mainly with vases and plates, but other things were starting to pile up too. Her mother had inherited a full set of china dinner plates from her grandmother, years ago, and then an aunt had given her a pair of antique vases on their wedding day. Those plates and vases had later begun this pile. They would buy one or two pieces of china and then the hunt would begin to build a set, something her mother could use or sell for profit. What had evolved was a room full of odd plates and vases that would never form a complete set, that would never be sold.
Leaning against the walls were wooden display cabinets that, now full, had boxes placed on top, that were then filled with more and more plates and vases. A few feet away from the sofa stood the television; it, too, covered in precariously placed stacks of plates. Coffee tables of assorted sizes and heights stood on top of each other, acting as makeshift housing for more boxes and plastic bags of crockery, bought and not even unpacked. There were other things too. Bags of clothes, baby clothes and shoes filled the deep drawers of a chest near the window, so full they couldn’t be closed.
Agatha sat on her spot. She pulled her feet up under her and sat back into the sunken seat of the sofa. This room had not changed. No matter how hard they tried, this room never changed for the better. ‘I see there’s more vases and shoes, and all these new containers,’ she said to Nell, who was still standing in the hallway entrance to the sitting room, as if strategically plotting the best way to get through the room to continue on to the kitchen.
‘How can you tell?’ Nell asked, looking around.
‘I know every inch of this room,’ Agatha said as she stood up. ‘Let’s keep going. They’ll be out the back.’
Weaving and winding, they both made their way through the kitchen, Agatha noting silently that the sink had been cleaned, ready to be used. She also noticed that the food packaging that was usually saved for reuse had been removed. The kitchen smelled freshly cleaned, a smell she was not used to in this house.
Through the kitchen and out the back door, Agatha found her parents, both sitting in their chairs, as if enjoying the early afternoon.
Neither looked up.
‘Hi,’ Agatha said.
Her mum turned her head and looked at Agatha. ‘You’re back. Have you had a nice holiday?’ Her mother’s voice was the same. No sense of malice. No anger. Just a soft little voice, greeting her daughter after her ‘holiday’.
‘It wasn’t a holiday, Edith,’ Nell chipped in. ‘You know it wasn’t a holiday.’
‘We’ve been clearing up. Cleaning up. Ready for you to come home.’ Her mother turned back to the small pile of junk mail that she was smoothing out, one leaflet at a time. When sufficiently smoothed, she placed it carefully on a growing pile on the small table next to her chair. ‘Agatha’s home, Karl. Aggie’s here.’
Agatha’s father had still not looked up. He was pulling apart a radio, one of hundreds in his shed and on the back verandah. He seemed too engrossed in what he was doing to notice anyone, let alone Agatha.
Edith’s hands kept smoothing, one after another. ‘I can make you a cup of tea, if you want. Something to eat?’
‘No, thanks, Mum. Nell got me something on the way. It’s good to see you.’ Her mother didn’t reply. Agatha stepped closer to her and gently touched the top of her once dark hair, now predominantly grey. She smoothed a small part before Edith pulled away, as if irritated by the gesture of tenderness.
Agatha looked past her parents to the backyard. It had hardly changed. The grass had been mowed in patches, but it was basically the same. No place for a child to play. From the back verandah, Agatha could see over the neighbours’ fences on both sides. She knew they could see what was happening on this side of the fence too. Agatha’s parents were now the type of people that no one wanted to have next door.
‘I have to go,’ Nell said. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow and the day after, to check on Agatha.’ Edith and Karl didn’t respond. Smoothing and tinkering. Smoothing and tinkering.
Agatha moved back inside, weaving her way to the front door. Nell was close behind, her own footsteps tracing Agatha’s.
‘Did you notice that Dad didn’t speak to me?’ she asked Nell. ‘He blames me, you know.’
‘I know he does. But it wasn’t your fault. We all know it wasn’t your fault. You were seven years old.’
‘How long do I have to stay here for?’
Nell sighed. ‘They wanted you back, Agatha. The court said if they cleaned up your room, they could have you back.’
‘You didn’t answer the question.’
‘Until you’re fifteen. Then you get to decide. But I ... ’
‘I know. There’s nowhere for me to go anyway.’
Agatha’s head dropped down. When she raised it again, Nell could see her eyes were filled with tears. ‘Don’t leave me here, please. I love them, Nell, I really do, but I can’t live here.’ Her voice was small, pleading. ‘Please. Take me back to Katherine and Chief.’
Nell rearranged the sunglasses that had been perched on her head and shook her hair, blinking away her own tears. ‘Right now, today, I can’t. I’m sorry.’
Agatha raised her arm and wiped her own face with the sleeve of her shirt, nodded silently and turned away. Leaving Nell alone at the open front door, Agatha stepped carefully to her bedroom, opened the door and, without turning back, closed it behind her.




Inside her room, Agatha picked up the orange suitcase and laid it carefully on her bed. Opening the locks, then unzipping it, first one way then the other, she lifted the lid and slowly picked up the t-shirt that was sitting on the very top. She smoothed it with her hand and walked towards the wardrobe. The mirrors on the tall sliding doors had been hurriedly cleaned. She could see some of the streaks left behind. It wouldn’t have been her mother, she knew that.
Sliding the door gently open, she could see that the cleaning up of her room hadn’t extended to the interior of her wardrobe. It was still packed full of clothes that had not even been bought for her. Most were from op shops or from the discount bins at the cheaper department stores. Agatha despised op shops.
She turned back to the bed and returned the t-shirt to the suitcase, checking that the other items were still perfectly arranged. Her hand gently picked up the small photo book that she and Katherine had made, photos of their summer. Agatha couldn’t open it, not yet. She slipped it into the side pocket of the suitcase. At the very bottom, under the other clean clothes Katherine had bought her, were the jeans and the floral purse. Agatha closed the lid and zipped it up, lifted it carefully and knelt to slide it under her bed.
She stood for a moment, her hands on her hips, as she took another look around her room. Sitting down on her bed, her hands gliding over the clean linen, she knew that it would have been Nell who had organised her bed. Nell had taken the sheets and doona on that day they had left nearly two months ago, and promised Agatha she would return them clean.
‘Agatha? Are you in there?’
She hadn’t heard her mother approach. She moved to the door and inched it open.
‘Yes.’
‘Agatha, I need your help. Quickly. Quickly. I need your help.’ Her mother’s voice had a sense of urgency, but Agatha knew better than to pay attention to that. Edith was already shuffling back down the hallway, with her long unkempt hair pulled back into a ponytail and her worn slippers landing perfectly in the spare spots of carpet with each step.
Agatha turned to make sure her suitcase had been pushed back far enough to be out of sight, shut the door and followed.
She found her mother in the kitchen. ‘Look here, Aggie. Look here.’ Edith was standing in front of the dishwasher that had not washed a dish for as long as Agatha could remember. The door was firmly closed, and Edith’s hands were on either side trying to open it. ‘It’s stuck. They broke it. I told you they would break things. They always break things.’
‘What does it matter? It doesn’t work anyway.’ Agatha was irritated and she didn’t disguise it, not that her mother would notice. When Edith was panicked, she didn’t notice Agatha’s irritation or Agatha herself.
‘I need it opened. I want to see what’s inside. I have to check. I had things in there, special things I was saving. They may have taken them ... ’ Edith’s rambling continued. Agatha stepped forward and nudged her mother gently to the side. She put her hand to the centre, found the lock and pulled open the door. The inside had been cleaned and was still damp from a rinse. ‘It’s working again. They must have fixed it.’ She turned to her mother. ‘That’s great, Mum. We can use it.’
Edith peered in. She didn’t appear to be pleased or displeased that someone had fixed their dishwasher. She turned and left the room. Agatha’s initial excitement about having a clean working dishwasher didn’t last long. Within a few moments, Edith returned with an armful of plastic containers, the ones Agatha had moved from the sofa, and began to pile them in.
‘You can’t put that sort of stuff in a dishwasher, Mum.’ Agatha reached in to remove the containers. Edith slapped her hand away, the sharp impact immediately making a red mark.
‘Leave it, Aggie. Leave it.’
Agatha stepped back, rubbing her hand, soothing the slap. She had seen this a thousand times before. Edith continued to ferry containers from the sitting room to the dishwasher, shoving them in, taking them out and shoving them back in, trying to fit more and more. Agatha stepped back and sat down at the kitchen table, in the only chair that remained there. She watched her mother. As the dishwasher filled, the panic began to subside.
‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ Agatha said. ‘I just wanted my spot back, on the sofa. I’m sorry.’
Her mother came over to her and gently placed her hand on top of Agatha’s head, smoothing down her hair. ‘It’s all better now, Aggie. See? It all fits.’ She pointed to the dishwasher. ‘Are you hungry? They left some food in the cupboard.’
Agatha stood up and gave her mother a small hug, the way Katherine did to her. Edith hugged her back, briefly and stiffly, almost as if she had forgotten what to do. The fleeting moment of tenderness over, Edith turned and left, headed back to her chair on the verandah.
Agatha let out a sigh, then went to the cupboard and found it had been stocked with containers of food that could be heated up in the microwave and boxes of cereal. She opened the door of the refrigerator and it too had been cleaned out and food and milk had been added. This only happened after they had been into the house, after she had been removed, on the day before her return. Once the contents were gone, Agatha would have to rely on other means of finding food.
In the drawer at the bottom of the refrigerator were some apples and oranges and, shoved in beside them, were several packets of tea light candles, a broken bike helmet and a DVD.
Agatha shook her head and checked to make sure her mother wasn’t coming back in, before quickly rearranging them so that they were away from the fruit. From the cupboard she took two packets of noodles, a few boxes of muesli bars, rice crackers and as many fruit cups as she could carry. She checked again that her parents were still outside in their chairs, before making her way back to her bedroom.
Once inside, with the door closed and locked, another thing she’d asked Nell for, she dropped everything on her bed. She separated out the things she had gathered, counted them and contemplated going back for more. ‘This will do for now,’ she told herself.
She pulled out the orange suitcase and, leaving it on the floor, unzipped it. Agatha rearranged her clothes to make room for the food and then checked the inside pocket. Her hand found the soft tea towel Katherine had given her. She pulled it out and checked its contents. A clean knife, fork and two spoons. She rearranged them and wrapped them up again, carefully placing them back.
She looked at the food and the space she had created and carefully arranged everything so that it was neatly ordered. Before closing the suitcase, Agatha opened one of the boxes of muesli bars, choc-chip and oat, or, as Katherine said, sugar and more sugar, and put it on the bed. Closing the suitcase and zipping it up, she slowly and quietly pushed it back under the bed. She checked the floor, making sure there was no evidence of what had just happened left to be discovered, then moved to the closed bedroom door. She stood up straight and then half crouched, checking that the suitcase was well placed so as not to be seen by anyone from the door.
Finally, with the muesli bar in her hand, the suitcase safely away, Agatha unlocked the door and went into the hall, closing the door behind her. She looked in both directions and headed for the front door. She had only been home for a couple of hours, but already needed to get some fresh air. She opened the front door, leaving it ajar and unlocked, and went out to the front step. The afternoon was still warm, so she sat down in the shade of the front porch. Opening the bar, she took a small bite. She knew she would have to make it last. Small bites. The occasional car went past and a gentle breeze pushed through the leaves on the tree that stood tall on the nature strip. Summer was nearly over. She had spent it with Katherine and that’s where her mind wandered now.
The clean and ordered home of Katherine, a bedroom door that didn’t require a lock, a decorative candle on the mantlepiece, not in the refrigerator, and someone who listened to her. Agatha’s real world was so far from Katherine’s.
Finishing the bar, Agatha placed the wrapper on her thigh and smoothed it out. Once it was free of all the creases, she gently lifted it up and looked through it, checking that all the crumbs were out. She stood up and went back inside, into her bedroom and opened the top drawer in the wardrobe. Carefully, Agatha placed the wrapper onto a small pile of other wrappers that sat neatly in the corner of the top drawer.
Pushing the drawer closed so as not to disturb its contents and then sliding the wardrobe door shut, she went to her bed. She may have wished that she belonged with Katherine, but it had become increasingly clear to Agatha that this was where she deserved to be. She took off her shoes, pulled back the clean doona and sheets and slipped under. All alone, curled up, she cried.




Nell arrived just after 9:00 am. She knocked several times before Agatha opened the front door. ‘Morning,’ Nell said. ‘I thought I’d take you out for breakfast.’
Agatha stepped back from the front door to let Nell in. Agatha hadn’t changed from the day before, having slept in her clothes all night. She had been up for a few hours and had intended to have a shower, a habit she had enjoyed at Katherine’s house, but the morning hadn’t gone the way Agatha had hoped. Once again, no hot water. And when she had gone to the bathroom, both the bath and the shower, which had been cleaned while she was away, had been refilled with folding chairs, buckets and a garden hose.
She went back to her bedroom and Nell followed. ‘How was it yesterday, after I left?’
Agatha shrugged. ‘Same as always.’ She moved to the wardrobe and looked at herself in the mirror, smoothing her dishevelled hair. She slid open the door and found a hairbrush, where it was always kept, in the second drawer. ‘I had to spend some time rearranging these drawers, last night. Things had been moved, so I needed to set things straight. This is my space, isn’t it?’
‘Yes. That’s the agreement. You have three of the drawers and those two shelves above. Do you want me to move the stuff your mum put there?’
‘I’ll do it later.’ Agatha finished her hair and then looked at her teeth. ‘I have to brush my teeth.’
‘Sure. How about I wait out the front. We have plenty of time.’ Nell didn’t wait for an answer. They had played out this routine too often now.
She leaned against the car and waited. Even though she hadn’t seen Edith or Karl, she knew that they would be totally aware of her presence. Out by the car was neutral territory.
‘What’s wrong with you people?’ A voice came from behind her. Nell turned to see a middle-aged woman standing on the street on the other side of Nell’s car.
‘Excuse me?’ Nell said, lowering her sunglasses into place from the top of her head.
‘I said, what’s wrong with you people? How could you bring that poor child back here?’
Nell had heard this before. Not from this particular neighbour, but from others. There was no answer she could give that would satisfy this woman, because there was no answer Nell could give that satisfied herself.
The woman came around to Nell. ‘You’ve been inside that house. It’s not normal. But they’re adults, so they can do what they like. She’s just a child though, and you people should be doing whatever it takes to get her out of there.’
‘I don’t disagree.’
Both women let out a sigh.
‘I’ve lived over the road since they moved in. And, yes, it was tragic what happened, we all felt for them. They’re not bad people, I know that. But lots of people have tragic things happen and they don’t end up like this. And that little child ... well, it’s just wrong.’
‘I was told one of the neighbours organised a roster to keep the lawns mowed. Was that you?’
‘No, but we’re on it. My husband and me. We help with the garden. At least from the street the house looks like the rest of the houses. We’re all worried about our property prices. I mean, I live over the road and that’s close enough. I’m glad I’m not next door.’
‘We are trying.’
The woman flung her hands up into the air, a gesture of frustration. ‘Well, try harder. She’ll be lost to that house if you don’t get her out. She’ll become just like them, if she hasn’t already.’
Agatha appeared right as the conversation came to an end. She stopped in the doorway and looked at the woman next to Nell. She knew who she was. Agatha knew all the neighbours and which house they belonged to. She knew what they thought of her parents and of her. She waited.
As if realising she was now intruding, the woman gave a small wave to Agatha and said, ‘Morning, love,’ before turning, checking the street for traffic and heading back to her house.
Agatha approached Nell cautiously. Nell was still leaning against the car, her arms folded, her sunglasses covering her eyes.
‘What did she want?’ asked Agatha.
‘You’re a smart kid. I think you know.’
Agatha nodded. She did. The neighbours never came over to say hello, only to complain or mow the front lawns.
Once inside the car, Nell suggested going to the shopping centre and getting some breakfast. The further they drove away from the house, the more Agatha could feel herself relax. By the time they arrived at Greensward Shopping Plaza, Agatha was hungry for breakfast.
They found a small, slightly rundown café and quickly ordered. It was well after 9:00 am and the plaza was buzzing with mums that had done the school drop-off, retirees getting their supermarket shopping done before the heat of the day and a few teenagers, who should have been in school but had decided that hanging out at the plaza was a better option.
Agatha’s chocolate milkshake arrived, along with the toasted cheese sandwich and side of bacon she’d ordered. Nell sipped on a tall coffee and looked at Agatha.
‘So tell me. How are you?’
‘I don’t know what you want me to say,’ Agatha said, with half a mouthful of sandwich. ‘Do you want me to tell you how I really am, knowing you can’t change anything, or do you want me to say I’m fine, so you feel better?’
Nell sat back in her chair and looked at Agatha. ‘Fair enough. I should stop asking that question.’
‘Yep, you should.’
Leaning in, Nell said, ‘I want to talk to you about something.’
Agatha put down her sandwich, picked up her half-full glass of milkshake and sat back in her chair. ‘Let me guess.’
‘Okay,’ said Nell, smiling, seemingly pleased that Agatha was lightening up.
‘Whenever you want to talk to me about something, it usually ends up being about one of three things: court, doctors, school.’
‘Am I that predictable?’ Nell laughed.
‘The courts have just sent me back, so cross them off the list. I had a mandatory check-up at the doctors not long before my return, so strike that. Which means this breakfast conversation is about ... wait for it ... drumroll ... school. I can make this a quick conversation, Nell. No. Not going.’
‘I know .’
‘Don’t say that,’ Agatha cut in abruptly. ‘Don’t say you know.’ Her fleetingly brighter disposition had changed. She put down the glass, picked up the sandwich, then dropped it down again. ‘I’m tired of hearing people say they know. You don’t know, Nell. None of you know.’
‘Then tell me.’ Nell was looking at her, leaning closer, as if to find privacy in this very public place.
‘I can’t go to school. Not yet.’
‘You didn’t finish primary school and you’ve missed the first year of high school. The longer you wait ... ’
‘I know ... the harder it will be.You see where I live, how we live. That’s hard.’
‘I just think school will be good for you ... make friends, learn new stuff.’
‘Friends I can’t have over, and I will never get to go to their places, just like primary school. They all know too much, and if they don’t someone will tell them. The same kids who teased me before will still be there. No, thanks.’
Agatha picked up the last piece of toasted cheese and took a bite. ‘You know what, Nell? Sometimes, going to other places, like Katherine’s, makes it harder to come back home.’
Nell nodded. ‘I don’t know what to say, Agatha, I really don’t.’
Agatha picked up the paper napkin lying by her plate and brushed away the crumbs that had fallen on it. Placing it back on the table, she smoothed out the crease she had made.
Nell watched every movement. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s go for a wander through the shops. If you’re not going to school, we can at least do some window shopping.’
Pushing her coffee cup to the centre of the table, Nell stood and picked up her handbag from the back of the chair. Agatha turned her plate around in a complete circle, then lined up her cutlery and carefully placed her glass in the centre. She started to step away, but her hand reached out and readjusted the straw in the glass and gave the table one last light brush before she did. Then she wiped her hands together, checking each individual finger.
The pair walked along in silence, looking at the different window displays, occasionally pointing out things to each other. An hour later, Nell dropped Agatha back at her house.
‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ she said to Agatha, who was already out of the car.
‘Sure.’
Agatha watched as Nell drove to the end of the street and turned the corner. She looked up and down the near empty street and felt the warmth of the sun on her shoulders.
‘School, yeah, right,’ she said aloud. She walked up the path and in through the front door, shutting it firmly behind her.




It was immediately obvious to Agatha as soon as she entered her bedroom that her suitcase was gone. Before she even bent down to look, she knew.
Her pillow had been moved, the door of her wardrobe wasn’t fully closed like she had carefully left it. She sunk to her knees and saw the empty space under her bed. Panic rose from the pit of her stomach to her throat. She stood up and swirled around. The tubs were the same. She flew to the wardrobe and opened the door and the drawer so fast that she caught her finger in-between. The sharp pain made her step back and vigorously shake her hand.
This has happened before, she thought to herself. Think. Think.She continued to pace, making herself slow down. Breathe, just breathe. Katherine’s calming voice came into her head. When she had first moved into Katherine’s home, a few days before New Year’s Eve, she’d had many moments like these. Agatha didn’t realise, at first, that when Katherine gathered up her clothes, they would be returned, washed and ironed. She didn’t know that it was okay to put the junk mail straight from the letter box and into the recycle bin, never to be smoothed out and stored for later.
Katherine went to yoga every Tuesday and Thursday evening. She took Agatha along, and that’s where she learnt to breathe and stretch. With Katherine’s voice in her ear, guiding her, Agatha soon calmed herself.
She stepped her way carefully along the hall, through the sitting room, past the kitchen that already had non-kitchen things in the sink, to the back verandah. Her parents were still, or already, in their chairs. It wouldn’t have surprised her if they had slept there all night; they often did in the warmer weather.
‘Good morning,’ she said, trying to sound normal, be normal.
Her mother turned her head towards her daughter. ‘Did you sleep alright, Aggie?’
‘Yes, but I’ve lost something.’
Her mother quickly stood up, the contents of her lap spilling onto the floor. ‘Lost something? Oh, no, no, no ... we can’t lose something ... no, it can’t be lost ... ’ Her mother swept past her and entered the house. She started looking at things, lifting things – containers, washing baskets – sifting through things, even though Agatha had not told her what it was that was lost.
‘My suitcase. It’s orange,’ Agatha said, matter-of-factly, following along behind her mother. ‘I can’t remember where I put it.’
‘It’s orange? I don’t see anything orange here. We must find it. We can’t lose anything, Aggie, it’s bad to lose things. Bad.’ Edith suddenly stopped and turned to Agatha, grabbing at her arm. She stepped in close to her daughter, gently taking a strand of Agatha’s hair and pushing it back behind her ear to whisper, ‘Remember what happened when we lost her? You remember, Agatha, don’t you?’
‘Yes, Mum, I remember. I need to find my suitcase. It’s orange.’
Her mother let out a sigh of relief. ‘Oh ... the suitcase. Why didn’t you say that to start with, Agatha?’
‘Well, I did ... ’ But Edith wasn’t listening.
‘I know where it is. It’s not lost. Follow me. I know where it is, Aggie.’ This was the part Agatha knew she couldn’t rush, because her mother was not going to take her straight there. She knew this could take ages, as Edith would become distracted along the way, shifting things from one pile to the next, rearranging objects that seemed to be out of their proper order, taking things from one room to another, and all the while Agatha would follow close behind, eyes wide open and looking for any hint of orange.
Squeezing between two tall piles, Edith went into the bathroom. Agatha followed. Edith touched everything. ‘Orange, orange, orange ... ’ she muttered over and over, as she lifted and inspected the buckets in the shower and the boxes of miscellaneous objects that had been stacked on top of each other in the bathtub.
‘I don’t think it’s in here,’ Agatha said.
‘Where is it, Agatha?’ her mother said, not looking at her, but opening the cupboard under the sink and taking out the packets of soaps and empty tissue boxes, smoothing each one without success.
‘I don’t know. In your room?’
Her mother stood up and looked straight at her. ‘Yes. In there. You are a smart girl, Aggie, to think of that. A smart girl.’ Edith pushed past her daughter and left the bathroom. Agatha was a step behind.
Finally, they made it to her parents’ bedroom, the door opened just enough for them to each squeeze in sideways. Agatha had not been in here for ages. It was almost impossible to see any path to walk in. The curtains were closed and the late morning sun gave the room a dull hue.
The bed was against the wall, pushed back by the piles of clothes that had grown considerably since she was last in here. There was enough room on the bed for one of her parents to sleep in it at a time. And there it was on the bed, her suitcase, the lid open and contents strewn all over, tumbling over the sides.
There was no point being angry with her mother or father, whichever one had violated the agreement and entered her room. She just wanted it back.
‘There is it, my darling. Safe and sound. Not lost.’
‘Thanks, Mum. Thanks for finding it.’ Agatha’s voice was gentle, but she was breathing deeply. She stepped her way over the piles of clothes to the bed and quickly put all the contents back inside, closed the lid and zipped it up. ‘I’m going to take it back to my room now. Thanks again for finding it.’ Without waiting for an answer, she lifted the suitcase and stepped back over. When she got to her mother, she leaned in and gave her a soft kiss on her cheek. When Agatha moved back, her mother’s hand came up and covered the spot on her cheek where the kiss had been left.
‘I love you, Agatha Grace.’
‘I know. I love you too, Mum.’
They stood for a moment, their eyes locked together. Then, with her case in one hand, Agatha walked past her mother toward the door. She pulled hard on it, widening it enough to get herself and the suitcase through, leaving behind her parents’ room and her mother.
Once inside her own room, with the door locked, Agatha placed her suitcase down on the bed and quickly searched through it. There was only one thing she really needed now. Grabbing the jeans, she slipped her hand into the pocket. Her fingers found the clasp of the purse and she pulled it out. Its contents were still intact.
She put it back into the jeans pocket and then methodically refolded all the items, carefully replacing them in their correct spots.
Before closing the lid to the suitcase, she went to her wardrobe and opened the drawers. There were a few more things she wanted to take. Her hairbrush and the small pile of wrappers were amongst the things she grabbed. Satisfied that she had everything she needed, she zipped the suitcase closed.
She sat upright on her bed next to the suitcase, one hand resting on it, as if to protect it. Then she waited. Agatha knew what she needed to do. As the minutes ticked past and turned into hours, Agatha knew the time would eventually come. So she waited.
When the time finally arrived, she stood up, picked up the suitcase, smoothed the doona with one hand and, satisfied it was perfect, went to her bedroom door. Opening it slowly, she listened. There were no sounds coming from the house. Her parents would be out the back.
When she opened the front door, the long shadow of the house confirmed to her it was well into the afternoon. She put her front door key on top of a stack of papers closest to the front door.
She wouldn’t be needing that key anymore. Agatha was not coming back.




Agatha walked without looking back, straight past the bus stop. That’ll be the first place they’ll look, she thought to herself, then almost as quickly, Who am I kidding? She walked on, past the next stop and then the next. Finally, the empty shelter of the fourth stop gave her shade from the evening sun, but not a reprieve from the heat. The summer seemed like it would never end.
She lifted the suitcase onto the seat, unlocking and unzipping it. Looking around her, checking that no one was approaching, she lifted the corners of her clothes until she reached the jeans. Sliding them out, she dug out the purse, opened it and looked at the contents. Four ten-dollar notes, a bus card and a piece of paper with instructions, which Agatha had already memorised. She took out the bus card, snapped shut the clasp of the purse and returned it to the jean’s pocket.
Her haste had disturbed the neat formation of the piles within the case, but she didn’t have time to fix them now. She zipped it up and sat beside it, aware of a growing knot of irritation inside herself.
She held the bus card close to her chest and closed her eyes. She pictured Katherine preparing dinner and Chief sitting near her, waiting for any little morsel she might spare. Knowing Katherine, Agatha knew Chief would not be waiting long.
The blast of a car horn startled her. She looked around. Cars were rushing past, drivers keen to get home at the end of a long sweltering day.
She hadn’t seen or used a bus card before, until Katherine had suggested, one day in mid-January, that it would be fun to catch the train into the city. A day out, she had called it. She had given Agatha her own card for the train and let her do it herself. Katherine had told her to always be polite, and if she was on a bus to sit near the driver.
As she waited for the bus that would take her to the train station, Agatha wondered how long it would be before anyone noticed she was gone. Her parents wouldn’t realise – they rarely checked on her. They would be out the back, still in their chairs. Even if her mother did go into her room, it wouldn’t be to find her. If her mother opened her drawers and saw her things were gone, she wouldn’t wonder where they had disappeared to, all she would see was an empty space that needed to be filled.
It would be Nell who would realise, but not until tomorrow. She had said she would come again at 9:00 am. Agatha started to relax. No one would know she was gone until tomorrow. By tonight, she would be safely at Katherine’s and she was sure Katherine would know what to do.
Two people arrived at the bus stop. Neither sat down near Agatha, neither really looked at her. They both had earphones in, their heads moving slightly to whatever music they were listening to. Agatha felt her body tense. Katherine had told her, if she could, if there was an opportunity, to ask someone to use their phone, to call her and let her know she was on her way. Agatha didn’t see an opportunity here. She lifted her suitcase and slipped it between her knees, holding the handle tightly. The determination she had felt when she left home was beginning to fade. Maybe she had made a mistake? Maybe she should go back?
Right on cue, the bus arrived. The other two moved towards the edge of the bus stop. Agatha stood up. Decision time. She looked back down the street where she had walked and then looked at the bus. She stepped forward, closer to the door.
‘Are you getting on?’ The voice of the bus driver floated down to her. She nodded and stepped up. Manoeuvring the suitcase was trickier than expected but she managed, swiping her card and finding a seat, two back from the driver. The bus jerked out onto the busy road, making Agatha half fall into the empty seat, her suitcase nudging into her.
She knew from the instructions that this bus, number thirty-four, would take her to the train station. The trip had three parts and this was the first. Bus, train, train. Katherine’s note had said to call her and she would come and get her, at any part of the trip. But Agatha was determined to do this herself. She wanted to prove to everyone that she could look after herself. She would call Katherine along the way and get her to meet her at Sandy Vale station.
As they got closer to the train station, the bus gathered a few more passengers at each stop. People looked exhausted after the hot day. Behind her, a woman was telling another passenger about the summer storm that was on the horizon. ‘Just what we need to cool off the city,’ she said. ‘It’s going to pour down, apparently. Hopefully I’ll be home before it does.’
‘It’s that time of year,’ said the other woman. ‘Hot one minute and pouring with rain the next.’
‘That’s Melbourne.’ They both chuckled.
Agatha looked out the window and up at the sky. The edge of large grey clouds had begun to creep over the tops of the buildings. The pinkish evening sky was slowly being pushed away.
The bus lurched to the side as the driver steered it around a tight corner and into the train station driveway. People quickly stood up and headed for the door. Agatha waited. When the woman behind her paused and motioned her hand to indicate that Agatha could go before her, Agatha took the opportunity to scramble out of her seat with her suitcase. ‘Now that’s the brightest suitcase I’ve ever seen,’ the woman said, with a smile. ‘We won’t be losing sight of you, love, not with that suitcase.’
Agatha stepped off the bus and took a few steps forward. She had never been to this station before and her hesitation showed it.
‘Do you know where you’re going, love?’ The woman was right beside her. ‘Come over here, away from the buses and I’ll help you out.’ She was pointing to the footpath near the entrance to the station. People were coming and going, like busy ants before the storm. It seemed to Agatha she was the only one who was out of step.
Katherine’s voice popped into her head. Just be polite. People will always help a polite child.
‘I need to catch a train into the city. My ... ’ Agatha hesitated. ‘My ... aunty is meeting me at the station there, but I don’t have a phone to tell her I’m late.’
‘Well, they’re two easy problems to fix, love.’ The woman took out her phone from her pocket. ‘Do you know her number?’ Agatha said the numbers. The woman held her phone to her ear and waited. Agatha waited too. As the phone continued to ring, Agatha could see the woman’s expectant face fade to that sorry expression she had seen so many times.
‘No answer, love. Sorry.’
Agatha’s eyes widened. This wasn’t part of the plan. Not answering the phone was not part of the plan at all.
‘Don’t worry, love. Maybe she’s driving or something and can’t answer. Now, trains to the city always leave from platform three.You have to go in through the doors there, turn to the right and go to the tunnel. Just wave your bus card when you get to the platform – they work on trains too. There’s signs everywhere. I would take you, but my next bus will arrive here any minute now, and it looks like rain.’
‘Thanks,’ said Agatha. ‘I’ll be fine.’ She picked up her suitcase and headed to the doors as instructed. Just before entering, she turned back and waved to the woman, who responded with a wave and a concerned smile.
Inside the station, Agatha did as she had been told and went to the tunnel that would take her to platform three. She wasn’t the only one heading to the city. The platform was filling with people and hardly anyone looked at her, which suited her fine. She couldn’t work out why Katherine hadn’t answered her phone. The station clock said it was just after 6:30 pm and Agatha knew Katherine would be home from yoga.
When the train arrived, everyone waiting moved towards the places on the platform where the doors would be when the train came to a complete stop. Agatha stayed back. The doors opened, people got off, people got on and the doors closed. The train left the platform, heading for the city. But Agatha remained on the platform, suddenly frozen with uncertainty.




Four city bound trains had arrived and departed from the station while Agatha remained frozen to the spot. Rain continued to fall. When it first started, it had been forceful and loud. The wind had swirled it around, making everyone, even those under shelter, damp. Umbrellas had been no match for the winds that swept across the platform, blowing along papers that had been carelessly dropped. The few other people who had arrived for the next train had positioned themselves against the pillars along the platform. Agatha, now damp and windblown, remained in the same spot.
From the shelter of the guards’ office that sat on platform one, two guards had watched the storm arrive and prepared for the inevitable call that the train services would be shut down or delayed until it passed. The orange suitcase on platform three had caught the eye of one of the guards, who now watched as every train left without it or its owner.
Pulling on a light waterproof jacket, he headed out from the small air-conditioned office and walked towards the tunnel. A large pool of water had formed at the lowest part of the tunnel, a consequence of these sort of downpours.
As he approached Agatha, he noticed she was shivering. Although it had been raining, it wasn’t cold.
‘You okay?’ he asked, from a couple of metres away. Agatha turned her head to look at him. She shrugged.
‘I’ve been watching you, from over there.’ He pointed to his office across the tracks. ‘A few trains have gone through. Do you know which one to catch?’
Agatha shrugged again.
‘All these trains will take you to the city. Is that where you want to go?’ Agatha watched as the guard moved a step closer and as he did, his hand went to his hip, unsnapping the hand radio from its place. She wasn’t sure what he was going to do. She didn’t like questions from strangers. Questions from strangers usually meant she had done something wrong, or that her parents were going to get into trouble.
She took a step away from him, her grip on her suitcase tightening.
‘I can call for some help, if you’re lost or something,’ he said, holding up the hand radio as if it was proof that someone was at the other end, waiting to help her.
The speakers announced the arrival of the next train. As it pulled into the platform, other passengers who had been huddled further back, trying to stay out of the rain, moved towards it.
‘I’m okay,’ she said, and moved towards the train too. The guard remained still, watching.
When the doors opened, Agatha got on, walked to the other side of the carriage and sat down, her suitcase between her and the window. The doors closed and, as the train pulled slowly away, Agatha could see the guard, already heading back along the platform, wiping some of the gathered raindrops from the shoulders of his jacket. Hopefully he had already forgotten about her,she thought, this time with relief.
The rocking motion of the train and the screeching sound of the metal wheels on the metal track didn’t help calm Agatha’s growing sense of dread. The near empty carriage was so unfamiliar to her. Parts of the floor were wet from the rain that had poured in when the doors had been opened earlier on its trip. Some of the plastic seats had multi-coloured graffiti and the remains of food packaging, left without regard for the next passengers who came along.
Just as it seemed to be picking up pace, the train started to slow, readying itself to stop at the next station. Again, all the doors opened, but this time no one got in or out of Agatha’s carriage. The train didn’t wait for long. The doors closed and it started up again. Agatha looked out the window. The train track ran along a major road, which was bumper to bumper with traffic in one direction, away from the city.
The train whistle blew, but the train didn’t slow down. She jumped when the loud crossing signal lights blasted out their warning to the drivers as the train lurched on.
Again, just as it seemed to reach full speed, it began to slow to a stop. Agatha ignored the doors this time. She could see this was a small station, because the platform on the other side was just that, a platform with a couple of seats and no shelter.
A woman got into the carriage, looked in both directions and went away from Agatha. She sat at the far end of the carriage, looked past Agatha and then for a fleeting moment, their eyes met. The woman smiled, then looked down at her handbag and took out her phone. She didn’t look up at Agatha again.
As the train rolled closer to the city, Agatha watched the backs of houses and buildings slide past. The fences facing her were covered in colourful graffiti, sometimes the houses were close together, other times car parks of shopping centres appeared then disappeared. Agatha caught glimpses into the houses’ backyards, many with small gardens, outside dining tables and the occasional lemon tree. Every now and then, one flashed past that looked just like hers.
The next few stations passed, and Agatha noticed everything; the slight jerk as the train came to a complete stop, the way other passengers didn’t look at each other, how the rain was somehow making the dust and grime of the windows even dirtier.
The crackling sound from the speaker announcing each station suddenly became louder. Maybe it hadn’t been working properly because of the rain, or maybe they just wanted everyone to realise the train had reached its final destination, Flinders Street, and they were all to get off. Whatever the reason, Agatha picked up her suitcase, alighted from the train and was quickly swept into the stream of hundreds of passengers, hurrying to get home.
Katherine’s note had instructed her to find platform eleven and to look at the departure screen, just like they had done on their day trip. Things felt more familiar as she made her way to platform eleven and she knew the exact screen she needed to look at. The clock on the screen said 7:24 pm. In bold neon, the same sign announced that the next train was due to leave in nine minutes, at 7:33 pm.
The platform began to fill. Agatha wasn’t the only one who would be waiting nine minutes, or the only one who had a suitcase. She wasn’t the only one who the storm had rained on, or the only one who looked exhausted.
Standing amongst strangers, Agatha smiled.
For once, she thought to herself, standing a little bit taller, I’m normal.




Agatha found a seat on the 7:33 pm train. This time, she had to put her suitcase between her knees as the train was packed and there wasn’t enough room for her suitcase to have its own seat. No one spoke. Some people read a book, some just looked away into space, but most had their heads down looking at their phones.
Katherine’s note said there could be up to twenty-two stops between the city and Sandy Vale, depending on which train she caught. ‘Just remember to keep your eye on the line map up there on the wall,’ Katherine had said on their one and only train trip together.
It was clear to Agatha now, what that trip had really been about. At the first couple of stops, hardly anyone got on and a few people left. By the ninth stop, the carriage had started to empty and, to Agatha’s relief, the man sitting next to her got up and went out through the doors, so she slid over and once again put her suitcase safely between her and the window.
The rhythm of the train soon returned, and Agatha felt her eyelids begin to lower. In her mind, she pictured her parents sitting on the back verandah when the storm hit. They would have had to move inside amidst a storm of panic that was swirling within both of them. A change of routine, maybe some of the wrappers had blown away. Whatever was happening at her house, Agatha was sure checking on her was not something either of her parents would have thought of doing.
It was the sound of giggling that made Agatha open her eyes wide and turn her head.
‘Over there, sweetheart, there’s plenty of room over there.’
A tall girl pushing a large blue and pink bike, with a pink helmet swinging from one of the handlebars, lifted her front wheel onto the train and the rest of the bike followed. She was completely soaked. Coming quickly behind her was a man, also drenched from the rain. They manoeuvred their bikes to the standing space a seat away from Agatha and held onto them with one hand and onto the pole with the other.
The man had his back to Agatha, however the girl was facing in her direction.
‘That was so much fun, Dad! I like riding in the rain,’ she said, her body swaying with the train, used to its motions.
‘I’m glad we’re on the train, though. I’m soaked,’ he responded, chuckling. ‘Great storm, even if we only managed to get half a ride in.’
The girl smiled at her father, then looked towards Agatha. ‘Did you get caught in the rain too?’ It took Agatha a moment to realise that she was talking to her. She nodded her reply. The girl’s dad turned to see who his daughter was talking to. When he saw Agatha, sitting there alone with her suitcase, he smiled, just like his daughter. ‘I think it caught everyone by surprise.’
Agatha gave a small nod of agreement.
The train slowed again, yet another stop. With the carriage now still, the girl stepped forward, still holding her bike. ‘Which stop are you getting off at?’ she asked Agatha.
‘Sandy Vale.’
‘That’s the same stop as us! Not many more then.’ She smiled again at Agatha, as if they knew each other and there was a pause in the conversation. Agatha had no idea what to say next.
‘I haven’t seen you around before. Do you live in Sandy Vale?’
Agatha didn’t miss the girl’s glance at her suitcase. ‘I’m meeting my aunty, to stay with her for ... the weekend.’
‘Oh, that’ll be good. It’s fun staying with relatives. Well, that’s if she’s anything like my aunty. What’s your name?’
‘Agatha. Agatha Grace.’
‘I’m Tully. This is my dad, Ed.’ Her dad turned and gave Agatha a small wave and another friendly smile.
‘Well, you’re brave. I don’t think I’ve ever been on a train by myself. In fact, I know I haven’t. Your parents must trust you.’
‘My parents took me to the station. They’ve done this trip with me a hundred times. My aunty will be waiting. This is my first time on my own.’ Not everything Agatha said was a lie.
‘I should do that one day, Dad,’ Tully said to her father.
‘One day,’ he responded.
Finally, as the train started to move, Agatha found herself relaxing with its motions and sounds. She felt like she could stay on it forever.
The remaining train stops passed quickly and when the train began to slow as it approached the next station, Tully and her dad took their helmets from the handlebars and secured them on their heads, pushing their bodies against the seats to balance themselves.
‘This is our stop. And yours,’ Tully said, motioning with her head to Agatha’s suitcase. Agatha stood up and stepped towards the door. A sudden jerk of the train carriage sent her toppling forward, caught just in time by Tully’s dad.
‘It’s always a rough entry to this station. You okay?’ He was looking at Agatha with concern.
‘I’m fine. Thanks.’ She pulled her arm away. Agatha’s suitcase had slid towards the door and she grabbed it just before the doors flung open. She scowled at the dirt that had gathered on it and tried without success to brush it away.
Sandy Vale train station was not very large. A platform for trains going into the city and one for those returning was all that it needed. Agatha could smell the sea air as soon as she stepped out of the carriage.
‘I don’t see your aunty here?’ Tully said, scanning up and down the platform.
‘She’ll be waiting out the front. In her car,’ Agatha said.
‘Okay. Nice to meet you, Agatha. Have a great weekend with your aunty.’
Agatha waited until Tully and her dad had wheeled their bikes out through the gates and then followed behind.
The dark clouds that still hovered above and the late hour of the day made the pending night very real. It seemed easy to leave home in broad daylight.
Agatha walked towards the bus stop. There were no other passengers waiting there, hardly any cars left in the car park and Agatha just caught a glimpse of Tully’s bike light blinking at her from the other side of the street as she rode off, following her father.
A few drops of rain let Agatha know that the storm had not completely finished. She wiped away a drop that had landed on her cheek and looked up at the sky. The station’s lights flickered on. For the first time that day, as the darkness crept in, Agatha felt very alone.
More drops fell, faster and heavier. She moved back from the bus stop to a small shelter a few metres away. It was hardly wide enough to stop the swirling rain. Another train had arrived, and this time people ran from the station to their cars. There was no opportunity to ask someone to call Katherine.
Agatha could feel the panic now sitting firmly in her throat. With each passing minute, her sense of feeling trapped grew. Somehow, she would need to find the right bus to take her to Katherine. She wished she knew the number of the bus she had seen down by the bay.
She would have to keep her eyes glued to the road. When the bus did arrive, she didn’t want the driver to think no one was waiting and miss stopping altogether. Across the road, busy with drivers desperate to get home, a bus pulled up, waited, then turned the corner and was soon out of sight. Three times a bus pulled up and three times it turned the corner, away from the station.
No bus pulled up in front of her. As the panic continued to rise within her, she tried to remember that day with Katherine. This was the right station, except on that day Katherine had driven to the station. She couldn’t picture in her mind how to get from here to the safety of Katherine’s home.
Approaching headlights flashed directly onto the shelter, making Agatha put her hand up to block it. It wasn’t a bus. Agatha’s heart leapt. Katherine? How did she know?
‘Agatha! Why are you still here?’
Tully.
The car door opened, Tully sprang out and, in a few bounds, she was standing in front of Agatha.
‘Hasn’t your aunty arrived?’
Agatha didn’t know what to say. Tully didn’t wait. ‘Mum and I are just coming back from the supermarket. I looked over and saw your orange suitcase. So we turned around.’ Tully looked back at the car and raised her hands up, as if to say she wasn’t sure what was happening.
The car engine was turned off, as were the lights, and the driver door opened. They were soon joined by her mum, a taller replica of Tully. She held out her hand to Agatha. ‘I’m Tully’s mum, Celeste. Tully said she met you on the train.’ Her hand was not met by Agatha’s, so she slowly lowered it.
‘Agatha’s aunty was meant to be here. Maybe she got held up in the storm. Have you called her?’
‘I don’t have a phone.’
‘Well, that’s easy,’ Celeste said, pulling her phone out of the pocket of her coat. ‘What’s her number? I’ll put it on speaker.’
The three listened as the phone rang and rang, finally going to message bank.
‘Let’s try again,’ said Celeste. ‘If she’s anything like me, I don’t always hear it on the first ring.’ She redialled and again they all listened. No answer.
Celeste looked around the car park and then to her daughter. ‘Why don’t you come with us, Agatha? Do you know her street? We can drive you there.’
‘It’s 23 Falcon Drive,’ Agatha offered.
‘Okay, well that’s not far, let’s go.’ Celeste headed to the car and Tully helped Agatha put her suitcase in the boot.
Agatha had broken all the rules her mother had ever taught her about strangers. Don’t talk to them. Don’t look at them. Don’t follow them anywhere and, most of all, never, never get in a car with them.
But Tully wasn’t a stranger, not to Agatha. She was the first friend she’d had in a long time.




Falcon Drive seemed to Agatha to be further from the train station in Tully’s car than it did when Katherine had driven her. When they finally turned into Falcon Drive, Agatha leaned forward in her seat. ‘It’s just up here. On the left.’
Celeste slowed down and came to a stop in front of the dark house. ‘There’s no lights on, Agatha. Are you sure this is it?’
Agatha was sure. But she was puzzled. Thursday was yoga. The class would have finished hours ago. ‘I’ll go and knock,’ she said.
‘I’ll come with you,’ said Tully.
As they walked up the driveway, Agatha turned to Tully. ‘We should hear Chief bark any minute now. He always knows when someone is coming.’
When they reached the front porch, the automatic light went on but there was no barking. Agatha pressed the doorbell and knocked on the door. Nothing. Tully pressed the doorbell too. She looked at Agatha. ‘I don’t think she’s here. Are you sure she knew you were coming?’
‘Sort of.’
Tully looked back towards the car, then leaned in closer to Agatha. ‘Have you run away?’
Agatha shrugged.
‘You can trust me,’ Tully’s face had flooded with concern.
‘Please don’t tell anyone.’
‘Come on.’ Tully gently took Agatha’s arm and lead her off the porch and back to the car. ‘There’s no one home, Mum. What will we do?’ Tully had opened the passenger door and was leaning in, Agatha standing silently behind her.
‘Why don’t you both jump in? Let’s get home and we can sort something out.’
‘I can wait. She’ll be home soon. She’s probably still at yoga,’ Agatha offered.
‘There’s no way we’re leaving you here alone, Agatha. Jump in,’ Celeste insisted. ‘I’m hungry and I’m sure you girls are too. You can have dinner with us and then we’ll try her phone later.’
‘Come on,’ said Tully encouragingly. ‘It’s pasta night.’
Agatha looked back at the house. She desperately wanted to be inside, in her room, with Chief jumping around her and Katherine talking about the next project she wanted to get done in the garden.
‘Really, Agatha, we’ll work it out.’ Tully had opened the back door of the car and was motioning for her to get in.
Agatha agreed and got into the back seat. ‘We’ll call later?’
‘Yes. Promise.’ The car slowly turned around and headed away into the night.
Agatha hoped that Tully’s house wasn’t far. She tried to focus on each turn – right, straight ahead, a sharp bend to the left – but it wasn’t long until she realised she wouldn’t be able to remember her way back. The darkness made it harder to recognise any landmarks or particular houses.
Just like at Katherine’s house, as they turned into the driveway the garage door went up and they drove straight in. Before anyone of them had a chance to get out of the car, the door that connected the garage to the house swung open and a small boy almost fell through with it.
‘Did you get it? The bicarb?’
Tully turned to Agatha. ‘That’s my brother, Ike. He has a science project due tomorrow and he remembered an hour ago.’ Tully let out a frustrated sigh, rolled her eyes and then smiled. Agatha realised that this probably wasn’t the first time he had waited until the night before.
‘I certainly did. Where’s your dad? Is he helping you?’ Celeste was at the boot, taking out the shopping bags. As she closed the boot, Agatha said, ‘I want to get my suitcase.’
‘It’s okay, sweetheart. I’ll drive you to your aunty’s later.’
‘Please. I want it.’
Celeste hesitated, then smiled at Agatha. She lifted the suitcase and placed it down in front of her.
Ike was already at the shopping bags, peering inside each one, looking for the necessary ingredient for his project. ‘Ike, just let me get the bags inside,’ his mother said, not that it stopped him from looking. She handed him the bags in her hand and he hurried back in through the door.
Tully came over to Agatha and picked up her suitcase. ‘Come on, I know exactly where we can put this while you’re here.’ Tully turned and walked inside, Agatha close behind, not wanting to be too far from her suitcase. They went through an internal door that led directly into a narrow room, which had a long rack for shoes and boots, with coat hooks above and then shelving with containers above the coats. Everything had a place.
Tully led her straight through that room into a large kitchen that opened up to the rest of the house. Agatha stopped and looked around.
‘Hello again!’ Tully’s dad was standing at the kitchen counter, knife in hand as he cut up a tomato to add to a salad. ‘Just in time for dinner. Pasta bake and salad.’ Agatha nodded.
At the other end of the kitchen, Tully stood in a doorway leading to a hallway. ‘Follow me, Agatha.’ She didn’t wait. With a few hurried steps, Agatha caught up to her. ‘We can leave your case in my room.’
Tully opened her bedroom door. Agatha wasn’t sure what to do. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been to anyone else’s house, that is, someone of her own age ... a friend. She just didn’t have friends anymore. It was easier not to.
‘You can come in. It’s a bit messy, but you know how it is.’ Tully put the suitcase at the end of her bed. She bent down and scooped up a small pile of clothes and put them in a basket near the door. ‘Have a seat,’ she said, pointing to an armchair that sat under the window. Agatha looked down at the carpet and made careful steps towards the chair.
The room was no bigger than Agatha’s, yet it was so different. There were white fairy lights draped across her bedhead. A pin board showed photos of Tully’s happy life and, on the desk below it, was a row of matching colourful containers, deliberately placed, holding pens and other small knick-knacks. Tully opened her wardrobe to put away a top that had been lying on her bed. From one quick glimpse, Agatha could see how organised it was.
‘What school do you go to?’ The question from Tully took Agatha by surprise. She thought back to yesterday and her conversation with Nell, about how she should start going to high school.
‘The local high school,’ she said.
‘Do they give you much homework?’
Agatha shrugged. She didn’t mind lying to strangers, but lying to friends was different. She felt uncomfortable about it.
‘Mine does. Tonnes.’
‘Dinner!’ Tully’s dad called out.
The two girls walked back towards the kitchen. Instead of eating at the dining table, which was covered with a half-completed project, the family took up their places at stools around the kitchen counter. Agatha watched as they fell into a rhythm of passing plates and bowls, pouring water into tall glasses and handing around napkins. Tully held a bowl in front of Agatha. ‘Salad?’ Agatha looked at the other plates, then picked up the tongs that lay across the bowl. Tully’s mum placed a large scoop of pasta on Agatha’s plate and then a bread roll.
Between mouthfuls of food and the clinking of cutlery, the small family began talking about their day, asking questions about school and work, and listening to Tully’s animated retelling of getting caught in the rain and meeting Agatha on the train.
Occasionally a question was asked of Agatha, but she pretended to be chewing or shrugged her answer and the conversation moved on. As they finished up, Tully’s dad began moving empty bowls away, Tully and Ike put their plates in the dishwasher and Celeste moved to the dining table to inspect the progress that had been made on the project. Agatha, not sure what to do, continued to pick at the remaining bits of salad on her plate.
Tully sat back down at the counter. ‘When you’re finished, we can go to the TV room – get away from the project drama.’
‘I’m done,’ Agatha replied. Tully picked up Agatha’s plate and took it away. Agatha looked at the kitchen counter. Everything had been packed away and wiped down. Only a fruit bowl and a pile of papers at the end remained.
‘Let’s go,’ Tully whispered into Agatha’s ear. ‘I’ve grabbed a couple of ice creams from the freezer.’ Tully held them up, as if she had won a prize.
The TV room was through a sliding door on the other side of the dining room. It had large comfy armchairs and a long L-shaped sofa, like the ones Agatha had seen in a furniture store when she had been window shopping with Nell.
Tully sat on the sofa and Agatha carefully sat down beside her, sweeping the cushion with her hand, as if to push invisible things away. ‘Don’t worry about the sofa. Mum says that she would like a neat and tidy house, but that will probably be after we’ve left home – I really think she means when Ike leaves. He’s so messy!’ Tully laughed as she spoke.
‘I don’t think this looks very messy at all.’
‘Really? Look over there.’
Tully pointed to a large pile of magazines on a small table, next to one of the armchairs. ‘That’s Dad’s mountain of magazines – well, that’s what Mum calls it. She says that he’s only allowed to have that table or else he’ll turn into a hoarder. He loves bike magazines.’Again, Tully laughed.
Agatha looked at the pile, but didn’t laugh.
The flicker of the television screen distracted her from the small table of magazines. Tully flicked through until she found the channel she was looking for. The two sat back on the sofa, ice creams in hand, and watched. ‘I’m glad you’re here, Agatha,’ Tully said.
‘Me too.’




Later in the evening, Tully’s mum came into the TV room.
‘Agatha, I’ve tried your aunty’s number a few more times and there’s still no answer. How about you stay overnight and we can try again in the morning? She must be out with friends, maybe for dinner or something. Did you want to call your parents and let them know?’
‘I can’t,’ Agatha replied, thinking quickly. Going home was not an option for her and she certainly didn’t want Tully’s mum driving her there and seeing where she really came from. ‘They’re away. That’s why I’m going to my aunty’s. They left this morning.’
Celeste leaned against the door frame, her arms gently folded in front of her, her head tilted to the side. Agatha could tell her lie hadn’t been convincing enough. Nell wore a similar expression when she knew the truth was being hidden from her.
‘That’s a great idea,’ Tully said. ‘My bedroom chair is a fold out bed. You can stay in my room.’
‘Great. That’s settled. Fifteen minutes, Tully. Then it’s bedtime.’ Her mum left the room, pausing a moment to look directly at Agatha before sliding the door closed behind her.
Agatha let out a long slow sigh.
The fifteen minutes was soon up and Agatha followed Tully back to her bedroom. ‘The bathroom is next to my room. We have to share it with Ike, but he doesn’t use it much. He hates brushing his teeth. It drives Mum mad!’
For the second time that day, Agatha unzipped the suitcase slowly and opened it. The contents had moved and merged from the afternoon of travel and the fall on the train. Immediately, Agatha could feel the panic rise in her, heating her face, making her fingers shake.
‘What’s wrong?’ Tully asked, her voice telling Agatha that she had noticed the sudden shift.
‘Nothing ... nothing ... I just need to ... ’ Agatha’s hands moved swiftly, taking things out, rearranging. Tully bent down to help.
‘We can put it all out on my bed to sort it. Let me ... ’ Her hand moved towards a fruit cup in the corner of the case and before she could stop herself, Agatha slapped her hand away. Tully recoiled.
Horrified at what she had done, Agatha dropped what she held in her hands and turned to Tully. ‘I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I did that. I’m sorry, Tully.’
Tully’s eyes darted back and forwards, from the fruit cup to Agatha. ‘It’s okay. I’m sorry. I should’ve asked.’ She moved back ever so slightly and crossed her legs in front of her, folding her arms around them to hide the small red mark that had appeared on her hand.
‘What’s wrong, Agatha? What’s happened? Let me help you.’
Agatha couldn’t look at her. She shook her head, letting her hair fall to cover her face. Her hands returned to the suitcase, rearranging, smoothing out each item as she did. The silence stayed heavily between them.
‘Knock, knock. You two ready for bed? I’ve brought some sheets and a pillow.’ If Tully’s mum sensed something was not quite right, she didn’t let on.
‘Thanks, Mum,’ Tully said, getting up and taking the sheets from her. ‘I’ll make it up.’
‘Okay. You’ll show Agatha where the bathroom is?’
‘Already have. Night.’
Agatha didn’t turn around, but in the reflection of the window she saw Tully take the sheets, put them on the chair then return to give her mother a goodnight hug.
With the door closed, the two girls continued on in silence; Tully making the bed and Agatha finding her pyjamas and zipping her suitcase closed. Several minutes later, under the coolness of the ceiling fan and the soft glow of the fairy lights, Tully and Agatha lay on their beds, neither knowing what to say.
Finally, Tully broke the silence. ‘I have to go to school tomorrow. I’m sure my mum will take you to your aunty’s.’
‘Okay.’
‘Don’t worry about before. It didn’t hurt.’
‘Sorry.’
‘Don’t be. Night, Agatha.’
‘Night, Tully.’
Agatha turned onto her side, away from Tully. She knew it was more than a slap of the hand. She knew exactly what had happened. She was becoming her mother. She clenched her fists and pulled her arms up over her head, as if to block out the thoughts. This wasn’t going to be as simple as leaving her home behind her. ‘The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,’ her mother had said one time when she and Agatha had argued about more and more things being piled up in Agatha’s room.
It seemed to Agatha that hours must have passed since they had said goodnight to each other. The clock on Tully’s desk told her differently. It had only been forty-five minutes. Agatha sat up. She looked over at Tully, who was sound asleep. Deftly she pulled back the sheet that had been covering her and got up from the bed. Sneaking to the door as quietly as possible, she turned the handle. Through the small crack she could see the kitchen light streaming down the hallway, stopping just before the bathroom door. Agatha could hear the hushed tones of Tully’s parents. She stepped into the shadow.
‘All I’m saying, Ed, is that something isn’t quite right. It’s a feeling I have. We don’t know anything about this girl.’
‘But does that matter? I mean, she’s about Tully’s age, and besides, what else can we do? We can’t just toss her out on the street.’
‘Don’t you think it’s odd that her parents would put her on a train, with no sign of the aunty, then leave? Remember that time we went to your cousin’s wedding in the Barossa and we left the kids at the Crosbies’ for the weekend? We took the kids over, helped them make up their beds, had dinner with them, did everything we could to help them settle before we left. Then we called Donna a thousand times to check on them.’
Agatha could see Tully’s mum move around the counter and flick the switch on the kettle.
‘Not every family is like ours, you know that. Besides, the kids have known the Crosbies for years. We were the ones being over cautious. They had a wonderful time that weekend. Unlike us at the wedding.’
‘Yes, well don’t remind me. I think we should call someone – you know, child welfare or something. Maybe the police. This girl could be running from trouble or about to cause trouble.’
‘I think you’re overreacting. Let’s see what happens in the morning. Her aunty will show up and you’ll see it was just a misunderstanding.’
Agatha slipped back to Tully’s bedroom and closed the door. The fairy lights gave her enough light to find her suitcase, open it and get out her regular clothes. She swiftly changed out of her pyjamas. She had no intention of being here in the morning if they were going to call the police or Nell.
Agatha waited.
Fully dressed, under the sheet and throw rug Tully had given her in case she got cold. Her orange suitcase was zipped up near the door, ready to go when she was.
Agatha waited.
A little while later, she heard footsteps approaching and the bedroom door being carefully opened. Celeste moved past her to Tully’s bed, then back again. Agatha could sense her standing there, looking down at her. After a few moments, she left, closing the door behind her.
Agatha waited.
The clock told her she had waited for over an hour and it was now past midnight. Pulling back the throw and the sheet, Agatha sat up and found her shoes. With a firm grip on her suitcase, she left Tully and her soft fairy lights behind and headed for the front door. She looked back down the hall at the darkness that had settled on the rest of the house. Then, taking a deep breath, she turned the lock on the door, returned it so it would lock behind her and slipped out into the warm night air.




Agatha woke early. It was the sound of cars going past, commuters trying to get ahead of the Friday morning traffic, that woke her, rather than the sun, which wasn’t up far enough to reach her yet.
After leaving Tully’s in the middle of the night, Agatha had walked quickly, turning corners, trying to retrace the route from Katherine’s to Tully’s backwards in her mind. She wasn’t successful. She had found herself at a dimly lit park that she hadn’t seen on the trip the evening before.
The open space of the park didn’t bring her any relief, rather she found herself scared to be out in the open. Agatha had turned back and walked further along the street. She looked at the fronts of houses, listened to the dogs barking out an alarm to their sleeping owners that someone was approaching, and each time one did, she kept walking. Eventually, weary from the day and carrying her case, which seemed heavier than before, she found a house that, when she approached, didn’t have a barking dog or a security light and offered a front verandah with a couple of outside chairs.
She looked up and down the empty street, stepped silently through the opened gates and up onto the porch. In a few steps she was at the chair, her suitcase beside her. She did another scan of her surroundings, checking to make sure she had not been seen, and then Agatha’s eyes had told her she needed to sleep. She had pulled her knees up and hugged them with her arms, closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.
The sound of cars zipping along the street woke her from that restless sleep. She crept off the verandah and headed back to the park. The predawn light was enough for her to see a picnic table on the other side, at which she could open her suitcase and get something to eat.
The sound of running feet made her jump with fright. An early morning jogger raced towards her until, from a few feet away, they jogged off the path and around her. Agatha caught the stare in her direction. The jogger was soon out of sight and Agatha decided that she needed to hurry. Reaching the picnic table, she placed her suitcase on top. It was then that she noticed a large black mark on its corner, possibly from when she knocked it in the dark last night. Using the palm of her hand, she tried to wipe it away, but it was stubborn. She couldn’t get rid of it. She felt her chest tighten. She didn’t want her orange suitcase to be damaged. Again, she tried to remove it. Her effort made no difference.
The sounds of more footsteps and the yap of a dog disrupted her thoughts and reminded her that she needed to hurry. She found a muesli bar, smoothed out the items on top and closed the case. Looking around her, she decided that with the dawn light getting stronger every minute, she needed to move on.
She was determined to remember the way to Katherine’s house. It couldn’t be far. Maybe if she found her way back to the train station? Or asked someone to call her? Agatha walked through the park, the morning air cool, the muesli bar enough to stop from feeling hungry.
She reached the other side of the park within a few minutes. More people walking dogs appeared, each one giving her a smile and a morning greeting. ‘Morning,’ she replied, keeping her voice as calm as she could, as if it was totally normal for her to be walking somewhere at this time of the morning while carrying a bright orange suitcase.
Sandy Vale seemed like a world away from Greensward; even though people seemed to be always in a hurry to get somewhere else, just like in Greensward, Agatha thought it was a different kind of hurry, a friendlier kind of hurry. She thought of Mrs Beluga, who had lived across the street from her parents for as long as she could remember, and how she was always watching, always had something to say. Agatha, like her parents, blamed Mrs Beluga whenever the council workers turned up, or even Nell. Someone had to have called the authorities. ‘It’s that old Mrs Beluga,’ her mother had said, over and over. ‘She has her nose in everyone’s business.’
While she was with Katherine, Agatha had never met anyone who came close to being like Mrs Beluga. Sandy Vale probably didn’t have any Mrs Belugas.
Agatha walked on. As more people came out of their well-kept houses and made their way to their cars or down their streets to the bus stop, Agatha felt like she could blend in a bit more, even though her orange suitcase had not dulled a single shade.
As she approached the end of the street, she could see it was taking her towards a main road. A few people had gathered on the opposite side, at a bus stop. Agatha paused for a moment and then crossed the road. She approached a woman who was standing a bit back from the rest of the small group who were waiting.
‘Excuse me,’ Agatha said, using her hand to push her hair behind her ear. It had occurred to her that she should have brushed her hair at the park.
‘Yes?’ the young woman replied.
‘I need to get to The Vale. Does this bus go there?’
‘No. This goes to the train station. But if you go around the corner, over there,’ she pointed to the end of the street, ‘and wait at that stop, that bus will take you there.’
The woman looked at Agatha and then down at her suitcase. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked in a hushed tone. Agatha stepped back. Both hands gripped the handle of the suitcase.
‘Yeah. I’m fine.’ She didn’t sound convincing and the woman didn’t look convinced. Agatha stepped away and crossed the road again. On the other side, she briefly turned back and saw the woman had her phone to her ear. Agatha moved faster. Maybe there were Mrs Belugas here too – they just looked different.
It didn’t take long for the bus to arrive. She got on, waved her card and found a seat behind the driver. The Vale was one place Agatha knew well. She was sure she could find her way to Katherine’s house from there. They often went to The Vale, for the supermarket, the bakery, the department stores or just to window shop, somewhere cool to escape from the summer heat. There was a medical centre at the very end of the large shopping centre. Katherine had taken her there for a compulsory check-up when she had first moved in with her. Next to it was a café. Just the thought of it made Agatha realise how hungry she really was.
Comfortable that the bus would take her where she wanted to go, Agatha relaxed into the seat. Even though she had slept for a couple of hours, she felt exhausted. She didn’t want to go home. She couldn’t get to Katherine’s. She felt stuck – she was nowhere. She lowered her head onto her folded arms. The bus hummed on, turning this way and that. Agatha closed her eyes and pictured Chief running around the back garden, chasing the water from the hose she held in her hand, snapping at the stream of cool water.
‘We’re at The Vale,’ the bus driver announced. Agatha sat up, looked out the window and saw the familiar shopping centre car park, with a slow steady stream of cars arriving. She let out a large sigh of relief. ‘Nearly there,’ she said to herself, as she picked up her case and stepped off the bus.




The automatic doors of The Vale opened as Agatha approached. Inside, the air conditioning was already preparing itself for the hot day that was on its way. Hardly any of the regular stores were open, only the supermarket, a newsagent and the bakery. The smell of the freshly baked bread made Agatha even more aware of how hungry she was.
She moved to the side of the mall, in front of a discount shoe store that was still closed, and unzipped her suitcase. Finding the jeans at the very bottom, she took out the purse, held onto it tightly and rezipped the case. Gently, she ran two fingers over the soft threads, making sure each one was just as they were when Katherine had given it to her.
There were a couple of people standing at the bakery counter, placing their order. Agatha hesitated and looked around. She knew the café at the other end of the mall, near the medical centre. She picked up her suitcase and began to walk in that direction. As she passed the bakery, Agatha caught a glimpse of the large clock on its wall. 7:35 am. Even though there were several people she could ask for help, it was no use calling Katherine now – she would be out on her morning walk with Chief.
Agatha walked on, past the jewellery store with its empty window displays that would later be filled with all sorts of glittering items, towards the centre of The Vale, where she would have to turn to the right. The escalators were already working, even though there was hardly another person around. Further along, she saw the neon sign of the medical centre lit up and, as she approached, the café soon came into sight.
There were a few customers already seated for breakfast, one reading a newspaper and the others looking at their phones. Agatha walked in through the wide-open doors and found a table at the end, but still facing the counter. She placed her suitcase safely between her chair and the window.
A young woman approached her with a menu and placed a table number down. ‘Are you waiting for someone?’ she asked. Her lopsided gold name badge had her name, ‘SISSY’, written on it in capital letters.
Agatha took a ten-dollar note out of the purse that she still held in her hand. ‘No.’
Spying the note, the woman placed the menu in front of her. ‘Okay, well. Here’s the menu. You order and pay at the counter.’
‘Yeah, I know. I’ve been here before.’ Agatha tried hard to make her voice sound casual, as if she walked around The Vale carrying a bright orange suitcase every morning. Sissy paused for a moment, as if she wanted to say something, but didn’t. She turned and Agatha watched her walk back behind the counter.
Taking in a deep breath, Agatha scanned the menu. A hot chocolate didn’t seem an unusual choice, now that she was inside the cool air of the shopping centre. Add to that a cheese toastie and she would not need to spend more than one of her notes. Now that she knew she was close to Katherine, she wasn’t in a hurry. She sat back in her chair and watched a few more people walk past.
Positioned between two large palms in giant white pots was a bench. A man sat there, waiting. For a moment, Agatha thought he was looking at her, watching her, but then, when he looked at his watch, she remembered that she too had waited there once with Katherine, for the medical centre to open at 8:00 am.
Agatha looked around at the empty tables at the end of the café and decided that it would be safe to leave her suitcase next to the table while she went to order. A minute later she was back, and positioned herself again in her chair, her hand running over the top of the case, making sure nothing had changed. As the time ticked away, more and more people entered the mall. Most were in a hurry to get to their stores and prepare for opening. Some hurried in and then left again, with a small plastic bag of goods from the supermarket.
‘Here you go. Hot chocolate and cheese toastie.’ Sissy was back, this time smiling as she placed down the plate and the cup of hot chocolate. ‘There’s water over there. It’s self-serve.’
‘Thanks. Do you know what time it is?’
‘A little before eight. No school today?’
‘No.’
‘Lucky you.’ She paused for a moment and watched the passers-by. ‘This is a good spot for people watching,’ she said, not directly to Agatha, but as if she was thinking aloud.
The hot chocolate and the warm melted cheese didn’t last long. Agatha was hungrier than she’d thought and ate quickly. She instantly regretted it. She scolded herself for not taking more time. She was sure she knew how to get to Falcon Drive from here, but it would be a long walk. Agatha wasn’t sure what to do. She got up and went back to the counter. Sissy was there, having served another customer. ‘Something else?’
‘Can I have a piece of that cake?’ Agatha said, as she pointed to the tall chocolate cake with far too much fake cream between each layer and topped with chocolate swirls.
‘The chocolate one?’ Agatha nodded and handed over another ten-dollar note. ‘Sure, I’ll bring it over,’ Sissy said, handing her back some change. Agatha turned to head back to her table. It took her a moment to realise that someone had stopped at the window and was looking directly at her table. Her heart skipped a beat and she froze to the spot. The figure put a hand to the glass, peering in, searching. Agatha stepped back. Her eyes widened and her breathing quickened. Her suitcase! How could she get her suitcase? She took another step back, as did the person at the window.
‘Katherine!’ Agatha called out. ‘I’m here!’ She turned and ran to the door.
Hearing her name, Katherine moved quickly too, but she didn’t get far. Before she knew it, Agatha was in her arms, sobbing. She held her tight. ‘Agatha! I can’t believe it’s you! I saw the suitcase and I hoped ... ’
If the onlookers were curious at all about the scene that had just unfolded, they were not going to be given an explanation. Katherine’s embrace of Agatha was not going to be quickly broken. She swayed the sobbing girl backwards and forwards. Finally, she dropped her arms from around her and held Agatha’s face in her hands.
‘What ... I mean ... why? No. Right now, it doesn’t matter. You’re here.’ Katherine hugged her again. Finally, she said, ‘I have lots of questions, but right now Rita’s in the car. She’s had a nasty fall and I have to get her into the doctor. Let’s get your suitcase and you can help me.’
They walked quickly into the café. Katherine remained at the counter while Agatha went to her table. The slice of cake had been delivered and was waiting. Agatha completely ignored it, grabbed her case and returned to Katherine, who had not taken her eyes from her.
They went the few metres to the door of the clinic and Katherine entered, returning moments later with a set of crutches. ‘Come on. Let’s get your case into the car and get Rita to the doctor. She will be so surprised when she sees you.’ She put her arm around Agatha’s shoulder and the two walked towards the exit.




‘I still can’t believe it,’ Rita said, as she made her way towards her armchair. They had just returned from the radiologist, after having seen the doctor, who at the sight of Rita’s ankle, ordered an x-ray and told Rita she was to stay off it for at least the next couple of days. ‘Thank goodness for that ghastly coloured suitcase,’ she continued, easing herself down into the chair and placing the crutches beside her.
Katherine was already in the kitchen, making Rita a cup of tea, Agatha standing right by her side. She had listened to the bits and pieces of Agatha’s story of the past twenty-four hours while they were waiting for Rita to have her x-ray. ‘We have so much to talk about,’ she said to Agatha, in a hushed tone. ‘Let’s get Rita set up and then we’ll go home. Chief will be beside himself when he sees you!’
‘I can’t wait,’ Agatha said, willing the kettle to boil faster.
They organised Rita’s small coffee table beside her chair with everything she would need for now. Katherine insisted that the air conditioner go on to keep the house cool. ‘We’re a phone call away and I don’t want you to think about lunch. Agatha and I will make you a sandwich and bring it over.’
‘Take the spare key from the side table in the hall, Katherine, that way I won’t have to get up to let you in. And thank you again. I’m thrilled to see you back, Agatha. It’s the one good thing to come out of this silly ankle injury.’
Agatha smiled. She was so happy to be only a few houses away from Katherine’s home and impatient to get there.
Katherine insisted on carrying the suitcase and, although hesitant at first, Agatha agreed. As they walked down Rita’s driveway, Katherine held out her other hand and Agatha took it. ‘Now, how close do you think we will be able to get to the house before Chief sees us and goes mad?’ Katherine asked.
‘I think ... right about ... now.’ And right on cue, from his place on the sofa with a clear view of the street, Chief started to yap with excitement. Agatha laughed for the first time since she had left.
Inside the front door, Chief could not be contained. He ran around and around Agatha, sniffing at her feet, jumping up and down, yapping until finally she bent down and picked him up.
‘No licking.You know the house rules, Chief,’ Katherine said.
‘I don’t mind. Really, I don’t.’ Chief slowly stopped squirming in Agatha’s arms and settled in for a hug. She carried him down the hall, following Katherine, who was taking the suitcase to the guest room ... Agatha’s room.
Katherine placed it on the floor at the foot of the bed. ‘Now, how about we make our own cup of tea and we can talk about what really happened. All of the details, Agatha. And then I think you know what we have to do.’
Agatha nodded. ‘Nell.’
‘Yes. But not right away.’ Katherine stepped in and again hugged Agatha. ‘We’ll sort this out, I promise.’
Agatha wanted to tell Katherine that she couldn’t promise her that. She wanted to tell her that many people had promised her that it would all be sorted out, and yet time after time she had been sent back. She wanted to tell Katherine that while they both wished she could stay forever, once Nell arrived it wasn’t going to work out that way. She wanted to say all of that, but she didn’t.
The rain from yesterday’s storm and the heat of the morning made outside muggy and uncomfortable. Instead of sitting on the verandah, the pair, each with a cup of tea, settled onto the sofa in the cool sitting room, one at each end and Chief in the middle, not sure who to face.
Agatha told Katherine everything. The small clean-up that had happened before her return, the dishwasher, finding her suitcase gone and walking out the door. She told her about the lady on the bus, the rain at the station and finding her way through Flinders Street. In great detail, she told her about meeting Tully on the train and then how the suitcase had brought Tully back to her as she waited for a bus at the wrong stop. She explained how Tully’s mum had tried and tried to contact Katherine on the phone and how she’d stood at Katherine’s dark and quiet front door, confused as to why Katherine hadn’t been there to greet her. Finally, she told her about staying at Tully’s and leaving in the middle of the night.
Katherine listened to every detail without interrupting. Finally, she leant forward and placed her hand on Agatha’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, Agatha, that I wasn’t here. When Rita slipped over, it was just easier to stay there overnight and look after her. But I have to say, you are one brave girl. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for you to sleep on that verandah.’ Katherine paused. ‘I bet you could do with a shower and a change of clothes.’
‘That would be great. I feel like it’s taken me weeks to get here.’ Agatha turned the cup around and around in her hands. She looked out the window, at the sunny day that had unfolded. ‘Are you going to call Nell?’
‘Yes. But I’ll wait until you’ve showered. We’ll do it together.’
Agatha nodded. She got up and held out her hand to take Katherine’s cup too. She headed to the kitchen, placed the cups in the dishwasher and then went down the hall. Once inside her room, she opened her suitcase and unpacked everything out onto the bed. For a moment, she looked at the wardrobe. She knew there was plenty of space in there for her things. But she also knew better than to get her hopes up.
She took out some fresh clothes, smoothed them out with her hand and then went through the sliding door into her own small bathroom. Its white tiles gleamed when she turned on the light. Beside the sink was her glass, with her toothbrush and toothpaste standing at attention, waiting. When Agatha saw her reflection in the mirror, she hardly recognised herself. The girl staring back at her needed to wash her straggly hair. No wonder, Agatha thought, remembering how the woman at the bus stop and then Sissy at the café had looked at her.
Stepping into the warm water of the shower, Agatha let the water stream through her hair. The shampoo and conditioner that she had chosen with Katherine on their first shopping trip were still there. Agatha lathered her hair, not once, but twice. The feeling of being clean was something she realised she craved.
It was then, with the water running over her face, that her mind drifted to Tully, waking up earlier that morning and finding Agatha’s bed empty. She imagined Tully being shocked that her kindness had been treated with such disrespect. She pictured Tully telling her mother about the disappearance and missing the fact that her mother was relieved that the stranger who had entered their house had left without a trace.
As she turned off the water and pulled the towel from the rail, Agatha remembered that it would be about this time now that Nell would be knocking on the front door of her house, waiting for Agatha to answer. She knew her parents wouldn’t answer – they never did.
Agatha dried herself quickly and dressed in fresh shorts and a t-shirt. She wrapped the towel around her long wet hair and went out to the kitchen, looking for Katherine.
She found her standing at the counter, her mobile phone buzzing and Katherine just staring at it. She looked up when Agatha walked in. ‘It’s Nell. She’s called twice, but I haven’t answered.’
Agatha moved over to the counter and stood close enough to Katherine that their arms touched. The phone stopped buzzing and they both let out a sigh. Before either could speak, it began to buzz again.
‘What should we do?’ asked Agatha, her voice soft, but not able to hide her rising panic.
‘We answer it and we deal with whatever comes next,’ Katherine replied, putting her arm around Agatha. She picked up the phone. ‘Morning, Nell. She’s here.’




Agatha sat on the sofa with Chief, both on guard. In the hour it had taken Nell to get from Agatha’s parents’ house to here, Katherine and Agatha had moved her clothes from the bed to the wardrobe, cleaned up the few things in the kitchen sink and made sure the house looked tidy. Neither had spoken much, lost in their own thoughts of what could be about to happen.
When Nell’s car pulled up at the front of the house, Chief let out a small low growl. ‘I know how you feel,’ said Agatha, ruffling the back of his head.
Katherine walked from the kitchen, across the sitting room and to the front door. Just before reaching it, she turned and gave Agatha a wink. ‘Stay calm. We’ll sort this out together.’ Agatha nodded and breathed in slowly.
Agatha could hear Katherine and Nell greet each other on the front verandah and knew Katherine would be holding the door open for her to enter. ‘Come on in. Can I get you something cool to drink?’
‘Thanks for the offer, Katherine,but I’m fine. It’s already too hot. Summer’s really sticking around this year.’
A few steps in and Nell stood in the archway from the hall to the sitting room. She lowered her large black shoulder bag to the floor and let it lean against the doorway. Agatha dropped her head and picked up Chief, placing him on her lap.
‘Hey, there,’ Nell said. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’
Agatha looked up, surprised. ‘Really? I thought you’d be mad.’
Nell, with Katherine right behind her, moved into the cool sitting room and sat herself in an armchair. ‘I wouldn’t say mad. I was worried, I mean, really worried, when you didn’t come to the door. But ... ’ She looked at Katherine and then around the room. ‘I understand why you did what you did. I’m glad you’re safe.’
‘I’m not going back. You can’t make me.’
‘Well, I can, but I won’t. Not right now.’
Agatha took a deep breath and held her head up high. ‘Every time you take me back, Nell, I’ll just leave and come here. I’ll just keep doing it. Over and over. I know how to now. I can find my way.’
‘I believe you. I’m sure you can. But you know how this works. It’s not that easy.’
‘Why?’ Katherine, who had been standing just inside the sitting room, stepped forward and sat next to Agatha on the sofa.
‘Pardon?’
‘Why, Nell? Why can’t it be that easy? It’s obvious that Agatha wants to stay here. We’re happy for her to stay here. Why can’t it just be that easy?’
Nell seemed to realise that she was up against a united force. She sat back in the armchair and smiled. ‘You’re right, Katherine, it should work out like that. I don’t know why we can’t make it happen. But when I spoke to Edith this morning, she was clear. She wants Agatha at home.’
That answer didn’t satisfy Katherine. And it didn’t satisfy Nell, even though she was the one who’d said it.
‘We both know, Nell,’ Katherine said, ‘that as much as Agatha’s parents love her, right now, they aren’t able to care for her or provide her with what she needs.’ Agatha looked at Katherine. She appreciated the way Katherine spoke of her parents. She never put them down or called them bad parents, unlike other people had. Katherine seemed to know how much Agatha loved them and never made her feel like she shouldn’t.
Agatha put Chief down on the floor and folded her hands onto her lap. ‘What do I have to do?’
‘What do you mean?’ Nell asked, her head tilted to the side.
‘What do I have to do so I can stay here? Tell me, Nell. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.’
Nell took in a deep breath and slowly released the air out through her nose, turning her head away, as if in thought. ‘There is one thing. Something you have refused to do.’ She turned to look at Agatha, who was now standing defiantly with her hands on her hips.
Agatha shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other, then folded her arms in front of her. She knew exactly what Nell was saying. ‘No. There must be something else. Anything else.’
‘I can’t think of anything else, Agatha. I think that would really help to build the case as to why you should stay here. And, of course, you would have to go and visit your parents, probably weekly, so that’s two things you’d have to do.’
Agatha swayed back and forth. Katherine stood up and went to her side, seeming to sense Agatha’s growing agitation. ‘What is it, Agatha?’ Katherine asked. She looked at her and waited for an answer. When none came, she turned to Nell. ‘What do you want her to do?’
‘Agatha?’ Nell asked again, without an explanation to Katherine.
Agatha dropped her hands and began a slow pace back and forwards across the sitting room. She was shaking her head. Katherine had seen this behaviour in that very first week, when something was being asked of Agatha that she couldn’t do.
Katherine moved over beside Nell and together they watched. Agatha was softly talking to herself, shaking her head, her hands rubbing together. Katherine couldn’t wait any longer. She stepped forward and blocked her path. Stopping Agatha in her tracks, she gently put her hands on Agatha’s shoulders. ‘Agatha,’ her soft voice said. ‘Agatha, tell me. What does Nell want you to do? I’ll help you, whatever it is.’
Agatha looked from Katherine to Nell and then back again. She desperately wanted to stay here with Katherine and Chief.
She turned to Nell. ‘So, if I do it, then you promise I can stay.’
‘I never promise anything, Agatha, you know that.’
‘Okay, you two. I need to know what you’re both talking about,’ Katherine said, obviously starting to get frustrated at being left out of the conversation.
‘Well?’ Nell said to Agatha again, her head to the side and a slight smile on her face.
Agatha turned to Katherine. ‘School,’ she said, her eyes lowered to the floor. ‘Nell wants me to go to school. The court wants me to go to school.’
Katherine slowly nodded. ‘I see.’ She sat down on the sofa and motioned for Agatha to sit beside her. ‘Well then, let’s talk about that.’
Agatha didn’t move, instead she looked past Nell, through the front window of the sitting room to the garden and the street beyond. Finally, in slow steps, she moved towards the couch and sat next to Katherine. Chief immediately jumped up between them.
For the next few minutes, Nell, Katherine and Agatha sat in silence, each aware of the huge tasks ahead for all of them.




Nell sat at the kitchen table and watched Agatha and Katherine work together to make sandwiches. The topic of school had brought their conversation to a stop and Katherine, seeing it was right on noon, suggested lunch would be a good idea. ‘I’ll pop over to Rita’s with hers. It will give me a chance to check that ankle,’ Katherine said.
Agatha set the table with glasses and a water jug from the fridge, cleared up the counter and then sat with Nell and waited for Katherine to return.
‘I know,’ Nell said, ‘that you like being here, that it’s good for you to be here. We just have to ... ’
‘Can we wait for Katherine to get back?’ Agatha asked softly.
Nell nodded, so they sat waiting at the table in silence, sandwiches and drinks ready.
A few minutes later, Katherine returned and joined them. ‘She’s fine. Well, as fine as you can be when you can’t walk. I told her you would pop back later and get the plate and that we would bring her dinner around eighteen hundred hours. Agatha will still be here then, won’t she, Nell?’
Nell picked up her sandwich and took a bite. She chewed slowly and nodded. ‘I think so. I’ll have to make a call, but I think it’s safe to say she can stay for the night,’ she said, around her mouthful.
Agatha glanced at Katherine with a small smile. One night, maybe two, then three, then ... She stopped herself from getting too excited.
The sandwiches didn’t take long to eat and soon they returned to the sitting room. This time, Nell sat on the sofa and Katherine sat in the armchair. Agatha paced slowly back and forth.
‘Tell me about school,’ Katherine said. ‘Tell me why you won’t go.’
‘You won’t understand. Nell doesn’t really understand.’
‘I think I’m pretty good at understanding what’s going on with you, Agatha,’ Nell said. ‘I’ve known you for over a year.’
‘Wow, a whole year,’ Agatha said. ‘And before you there was Nic, and before her, Anne, and before her, blah, blah, blah. There’s been lots of you, Nell, and each one of you thinks they know me and gets what it’s like to be me. But you always get to drive off and go to your own home. You all leave me, eventually.’
Agatha was upset. She turned away from them and looked out the window. The cool air in the sitting room made outside look cooler than it really was.
‘Tell me about school,’ Katherine said again.
‘Did you like school, Katherine?’ Agatha asked. She stood tall and straight, her back still towards them, her arms folded in front of her.
‘I did. I went to a small primary school in the country before we moved to the city. Then I went to a girls’ school. I did like school. I have lots of fond memories, especially when I studied nursing.’
‘Did you have friends?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did you get invited to parties and places, sleepovers and stuff like that?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did you ever get teased and called names?’
‘Possibly ... Not that I remember.’
‘Did your parents go to your sports days?’
‘Yes. And graduations, plays – all of the school events. Agatha, tell me...’
Agatha swung around. ‘And I bet if I asked Nell the same questions, she would have the same answers as you.’ She looked at Nell, who remained still.
Katherine stood up and moved over to Agatha, placing herself between her and Nell.
‘Tell me.’
‘You both want me to go to school. Well, I hate school and everyone in it. I hate the way they all make fun of me because of my parents. I hate being the one they talk about.’ As she spoke, tears welled in her eyes. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to be the one no one likes, no one talks to, no one wants to sit near. You don’t know how it feels to be the only one not invited to anything – to anything! That’s what school’s like for me. So, you two can say “just go to school”, but it’s not that simple. You’re asking me to go to a place where everyone will hate me.’ Agatha’s voice had become loud, her sobs shook her body.
Katherine wrapped her arms around her and even though Agatha tried to push her away at first, she soon gave up resisting and allowed herself to be held. The sobs continued and gradually began to subside.
Nell remained seated. ‘Agatha, look, I think ... ’
‘Don’t, Nell,’ Agatha said. Katherine lowered her arms and they both turned to Nell. ‘Don’t say it will be different this time. That’s what you all say. I’ve heard it from all of you. You’ll take me to school and the teachers will be all nice and stuff while you’re there, but as soon as you leave everything changes. So don’t tell me you think it’s going to be different this time.’
‘Well, I think it will be different this time. You’re here with Katherine. It will be a new school. No one knows anything, unless you choose to tell them. So, I really do think it will be different.We can make it different. Look, I want to tell you to trust me, but I think you’d tell me you’ve heard that a thousand times before too, and I really want to be different from all those others,’ Nell said, with a smile.
Agatha moved back to the window. Katherine moved with her and stood by her side. A few seconds later, Nell joined them.
‘I think,’ said Katherine, still looking straight ahead, ‘that if the three of us put our minds to it, Agatha, this time it can be different. What do you think?’
Agatha shrugged.
‘Nell? What do you think?’ Katherine asked.
‘I agree. I think this time we can do things a bit differently.’
Both women waited.
‘I need to go for a walk,’ Agatha said. She stepped back from them and walked slowly to the front door. Chief hopped down from the sofa and followed her, but she didn’t pick up his lead, so he went to the window and sat between Katherine and Nell.
From the window, they watched her walk down the driveway and turn to the left. ‘Should I go after her?’ Nell asked.
‘She’ll come back.’
‘Are you sure?’
Katherine looked at her watch and noted the time. ‘Let’s give her twenty minutes. If she walks where we usually take Chief in the mornings, then I know exactly where she’s going and I’ll go after her.’
‘And if she doesn’t?’
‘One bridge at a time, Nell. I’m going to have a cup of tea. Want one?’
‘No, I’m fine. I’ll stay here.’
Nell looked at the empty street. It was early afternoon and the day wasn’t even at its hottest yet. Chief remained at her feet, as if he too knew that Agatha’s return was not a certainty.
Katherine returned holding a cup of tea.
‘She’ll be hot,’ Nell commented. ‘What if she runs off again?’
‘She won’t.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Her suitcase is here. We’ll just have to wait. Be patient.’




Agatha found herself walking the same way she had done many times with Katherine and Chief on their early morning walks. Down the street, past Rita’s, crossing to the other side at the corner, walking further along and then down a wide path between two houses. The path had low bushes that could grow in the salty sea air, so Katherine had said.
That path took her to the next street. She crossed and went to the next path, again between two houses, so tall that any of the occupants could look down from a window at this very moment and see her walking by alone.
Within minutes, she was standing at the edge of another road looking directly at the bay on the other side. She put her hand up to her face to shield her eyes from the glare of the sun. She walked towards the crossing a few metres away and waited for the oncoming car to stop before she crossed.
Even though it hadn’t been long, she was already hot from the strong afternoon sun and could feel her thirst growing. Her runners were not providing much of a barrier from the hot bitumen underfoot. When she reached the other side of the crossing, she thought about going back, but then decided to walk on.
A narrow park snaked its way along the bay front in both directions. Usually, Katherine and Chief would turn to the right and walk along a bit further, around the bend, until the park widened and Chief could be let off the lead. Today, Agatha did exactly that, except this time she was all alone.
With each step, the heat seemed to go up a degree or two. Up ahead stood a tall plane tree, which, even with the sun at its highest point, gave enough shade to cover the bench placed below it. The tree was irresistible – not only for its shade, but because it had become one of her favourite spots to sit with Katherine. It was strategically placed to make the most of the bay views and to capture the cool sea breeze.
Agatha made her way to it. The very first time she had come here with Katherine, in that first awkward week, they had sat and watched Chief roam about, sniffing every blade of grass and occasionally looking at them with a protective eye, making sure they were still on the bench.
‘Why do you call him Chief?’ Agatha had asked Katherine, as they’d watched him race around, bouncing after a grasshopper that had sprung from a tall clump of grass.
‘It was Lawson’s idea. We got him as a pup a few years ago, when I was nursing less and needed company on my walks. Lawson thought the name suited him. Chief is short for Chief Petty Officer – one of the senior sailors, but not above the Commander. The Chief is trusted and highly respected by the Commander to look after the ship and everyone onboard.’
‘So, Chief is, like, running this ship while Lawson’s away?’
‘Yes, and, just between you and me, I don’t think Lawson wanted to be outranked by his dog,’ Katherine chuckled.
When Agatha had first arrived at Katherine’s house, she had prepared herself for the usual peppering of questions that carers ask. But Katherine hadn’t peppered her with questions. During that first week, Katherine had spoken to her about day-to-day things, as if they had known each other for ages. Shown her photos of herself and Lawson, sailing, camping. Agatha had said nothing.
Looking back on it now, Agatha was surprised Katherine had told Nell that she could stay past that first week.
‘I’m really enjoying having her here,’ she had heard Katherine say over the phone to Nell. ‘Yes, we’ll be fine to have her stay longer, that’s if she would like to. She’s right here, I’ll ask her.’ Katherine had turned to find Agatha standing in the kitchen doorway. Still with the phone to her ear, Katherine had asked, ‘Nell wants to know if you’re happy to stay with us a bit longer?’
Agatha had shrugged and walked back to her room, pausing just long enough at her door to hear Katherine say, ‘She’s happy to stay.’
The next two months had flown by. As each day arrived, Agatha learnt new things, like how to make potato salad and how to separate her clothes into colours and whites before putting them into the washing machine.
Katherine had showed her how to make a shopping list and even assigned Tuesday nights as Agatha’s night to cook. ‘Lawson’s night is Friday, when he’s home, that is. He likes to try a different recipe every week, so you never know what you are going to get. But it’s always delicious. And on Sundays we eat out.’
Agatha had noticed that whenever Katherine talked about Lawson, her eyes would sparkle and she would smile. ‘Why don’t you and Lawson have children, Katherine?’ she had asked.
Katherine had shrugged. ‘It just wasn’t meant to be. Not everything turns out how we think it should.’
Some nights Katherine and Agatha would get fish and chips and come down to the bay, to this very spot, and talk until it was dark.
Katherine told her stories of growing up in the country, learning to drive her grandfather’s tractor and how she got it bogged in the mud. Agatha told her about a party she’d had once, with a jumping castle and a real cake.
One night, early on in her stay, they’d gotten home from fish and chips on their bench and Katherine had pulled the ice cream out from the freezer and cones from the cupboard.
‘What flavour? It’s Neopolitan, so vanilla, chocolate or strawberry or a scoop with all three?’
Agatha couldn’t answer. A memory had floated back into her mind. Her mother’s voice, joyful, filled with laughter. ‘Well, Aggie, what would you like? I bet you want chocolate. Or are you going to be like your little sister and have all three?’ A small hand had reached up to take the cone with a tricoloured scoop sitting on top.
They’d been in the kitchen. Her dad stacking the dinner plates into the dishwasher, holding back his tie because he was still in his work clothes. ‘Only vanilla for me,’ he’d said. ‘Two scoops, please!’ Her mum had been wearing a summer dress, her hair up in a bun with wisps hanging down on each side, her bright red earrings swaying back and forth as she laughed. Agatha remembered thinking her mother was beautiful.
‘Agatha?’ Katherine’s voice brought her back. ‘Where did you go? What were you thinking about?’
‘Nothing. I’ll have all three. No. Just chocolate.’
Now, sitting here on the bench in the middle of a hot summer’s day, those memories still strong inside her, Agatha knew what she needed to do. If staying with Katherine, Chief and Lawson, when he returned, meant facing up to school, then that’s what she would do.
But it was more than that. Agatha knew that the only way she could get her mother back, was to leave her.
Chief saw her approach the driveway before the others. His excited yapping brought Nell and Katherine to the window. Agatha gave them all a small wave. Katherine moved swiftly to the front door and held it open for her. ‘Come into the cool,’ she said. ‘Your face is red from the heat. I’ll get you a glass of water.’
Agatha stepped into the sitting room and flopped onto the sofa. And even though she was hot, she didn’t mind Chief jumping up on her lap.
‘Good walk?’ Nell asked.
Agatha shrugged. She took the glass of water that Katherine had brought for her and drank it down in one go.
Katherine sat down beside her and Chief left Agatha’s lap and went to her. He sat up straight and looked at Agatha. They were all waiting.
‘So, if I go to school, near here, I can stay with Katherine?’
‘If you go to school, near here, I think we can ask for a longer stay. I would be asking for six months.’
‘And after that?’
‘There are no guarantees, Agatha. I’m not even promising six months. But I will try, if you go to school. We will argue that you need a new school to escape some of the things that have been going on at your last school.’
Agatha looked at Katherine, who shrugged and said, ‘It’s your decision. Lawson and I will support you, whatever you decide.’
Agatha’s hands twisted in her lap. ‘Okay. I’ll go.’
Katherine lent forward and placed her hand on Agatha’s arm. ‘Good decision,’ she whispered. They both looked at Nell.
‘Right, well, I’ll head back to the office and start things rolling. I’m also going to go back to your house and talk to your mum and dad. I want them to know what’s going on and that you’re okay.’ She looked down at her watch. ‘I don’t think there’ll be any decision today and, because tomorrow is the weekend, I doubt I’ll have an answer for you until Monday. Sorry about that.’ But Nell’s smile told Agatha that she wasn’t really sorry.
Katherine and Agatha stood together and watched Nell leave. Once her car was out of sight, Katherine turned to Agatha. ‘Well, I didn’t plan on all this happening when I got up this morning, but I’m really glad it did.’
‘I’m really tired.’
‘Then why don’t we find a movie to watch and put our feet up? Oh, feet! Let’s go and check on Rita first. I’d nearly forgotten all about her. Not such a great neighbour, am I?’
‘I think you are, Katherine.’




Agatha was awake before the 6:00 am alarm sounded. She sprang out of bed and found her walking clothes and runners in the wardrobe. She had deliberately left them behind when Nell had taken her home. She hadn’t wanted them to disappear into a pile.
A small whining noise at her door told her that Chief was up, which meant that Katherine was probably getting ready too. Tying her laces quickly, Agatha opened her door. Chief bounced in, ran around her, then out again. She followed him down the hallway and found Katherine in the kitchen, finishing a cup of tea. ‘Ready?’ Katherine asked.
‘Sure.’
‘Here, I have something for you.’ Katherine handed Agatha a cap. ‘I had a spare and thought you might like it. I should have given it to you ages ago.’
Agatha held the cap in her hand and ran her fingers along the rim. It was dark blue with ‘NAVY’ written in a bright white and a gold Royal Australian Navy emblem on the front. Agatha immediately recognised it.
‘One like Lawson’s. The one he wears sailing on the bay,’ she said, pulling her long hair into a ponytail and threading it through the back as she pulled the cap on. She had never met Lawson, but felt like she knew him from all of the photos she had seen and the stories Katherine had told her. His slightly faded sailing cap hung on a hook near the back door.
‘Fits perfectly. Like mine,’ Katherine said, as she tapped the top of her cap and smiled.
‘Thanks, Katherine.’
Katherine stepped closer and made a slight adjustment to the positioning of the cap. ‘My pleasure.’
From the side table in the hall, Katherine picked up Chief’s lead, put the spare key in her pocket and the trio headed off into the cool morning air.
They weren’t the only ones. Saturday mornings in Sandy Vale were busy. The near empty path that Agatha had walked the day before was now busy with early morning joggers and walkers, all getting their exercise done while it was still cool. And Chief wasn’t the only dog out for a walk. He scurried along, but, unlike other dogs, didn’t pull on his lead when another dog approached. He walked with an air of command, yet his tail gave away his excitement. Agatha recognised quite a few dogs, and sometimes their owners. Occasionally, a bike rider approached, swerved around them and kept going.
Katherine set a brisk pace. She had told Agatha that there are two types of walks: a stroll to enjoy some fresh air and the view and a real walk to get some exercise. This was definitely the latter.
They went past the tree with the bench, around several bends and kept on going. The path got wider and busier.
‘Let’s go down to the sand, over there,’ Katherine said, pointing to steps up ahead that lead down to the beach. At the bottom, Katherine let Chief free to chase the seagulls that were standing on the sand, still wet from the small lapping waves, while she and Agatha took off their runners and socks and headed for the shoreline.
‘This is my favourite part,’ Katherine said, as she moved her feet around in the bay water. ‘We should come for a morning swim one time. What do you think?’
Agatha shrugged. Katherine knew what her different shrugs meant. This one said ‘maybe’.
Agatha turned to look at Chief, who was also getting his feet wet, but not venturing in to where they were. Katherine stood looking out at the bay. She let out a long soft sigh. ‘Let’s walk back along the beach, at a slower pace.’
‘Sure.’
The morning light was strengthening and the breeze from the bay kept them cool. Katherine walked along the water’s edge, whilst Agatha gently kicked her way through the ankle-deep water. She watched her feet take every step, the salty water splashing onto her legs. She let out a laugh and then caught it, not sure if she should be happy.
‘Look, Agatha,’ Katherine said, pointing further along the beach.
Chief had raced ahead and met another two dogs, about his size, and the three were running in circles so fast that they occasionally slipped in the soft sand.
Katherine picked up her walking pace and soon caught up to him. The other owner was laughing at the dogs’ game.
‘Morning,’ Agatha heard Katherine say. She hesitated to join the conversation, swirling her foot in the small waves that were lapping along the shore instead. By the time she reached Katherine, the brief conversation with the other owner was over and they continued on.
‘I like watching Chief run on the beach,’ Katherine said. ‘It’s like pure joy.’
‘He’ll sleep all day after that, won’t he?’
‘He sure will. Come on. Home for breakfast. And we better see what Rita is up to.’
They headed along the beach to another set of steps, brushed the sand off their feet and put on their shoes. Chief stood still, right next to Katherine, waiting for his lead.
Not much further along the track, amongst the growing number of walkers, dogs and little children on trikes and in prams, Agatha spotted someone coming towards her that she knew. It was the pink helmet she saw first, then the bike, and, as the gap between them lessened, the sound of familiar laughter that Agatha recognised.
She put her head down, grateful that the cap was useful for more than keeping the sun from her eyes and the hair from her face. Moving off to the side of the path, Agatha bent down, quickly loosened her shoelace and then proceeded to redo it, taking time to readjust the lace and flick away invisible sand. Katherine moved to the side as well and waited, watching a girl on a bike ride past.
Agatha looked out from under her cap as the pink helmet disappeared up the busy track. She let out a sigh of relief.
‘I think I can pick up the pace a bit now, Katherine,’ she said.
‘Okay. Sounds good to me. That will be our exercise for the day all done.’
As they stepped back onto the path, Agatha looked behind her one more time. She hadn’t forgotten about Tully, but she hadn’t thought about what she would do or what she would say if their paths crossed again. She needed to have an answer ready to explain why she had disappeared in the middle of the night. Until she had worked that out, Agatha was happy to avoid an encounter with Tully.




Once they had made a bowl of cereal each and squeezed all of the juice from the cold oranges that Katherine kept in the bottom of the refrigerator, they sat outside under the shade of the verandah. Chief moved to the cooler grass at the edge of the garden bed and stretched out.
‘There’s something I want to talk to you about,’ Katherine said, pausing before scooping up another mouthful of cereal.
Agatha didn’t respond. It didn’t always work out for her when an adult said there was something they wanted to talk to her about. She kept eating, slowly.
Katherine continued, ‘I know that we won’t hear from Nell until Monday, but maybe we should do some thinking this weekend about schools ... you know, have a look at what’s available. Schools were not something Lawson and I researched before moving to Sandy Vale. What do you think?’
‘It’s Saturday,’ replied Agatha, hoping that would persuade Katherine to put the whole school thing to the side.
Katherine let out a laugh, as if she had already anticipated Agatha’s reluctance. ‘I know. But I did think that we could get a few things done this morning – check on Rita and go to the supermarket and then have a look online this afternoon. The internet doesn’t care that it’s Saturday.’
‘What if I check on Rita while you go to the supermarket?’ Agatha suggested. Katherine looked at her, her eyes narrowing slightly.
‘You don’t want to come and maybe choose your own cereal, or some treats?’
‘No. I’m okay with whatever. I’ll look after Rita.’
An hour later, Katherine waved goodbye to Agatha and Chief and headed down the street in her car to The Vale. Agatha used Rita’s spare front door key to let herself and Chief in. ‘It’s only me and Chief,’ she called out, just as Katherine had instructed her to do. Rita wasn’t in her chair or in the kitchen. Agatha called out again.
‘Rita? It’s me, Agatha!’ Agatha stood still and waited.
‘I’m still in bed. Come into my room.’ Agatha felt herself breathe. She hadn’t realised she’d been holding her breath. She walked down the hallway, towards Rita’s bedroom, slowly gliding her hand over the wallpaper that was sparsely covered in tiny roses. Rita had propped herself up on several pillows, a book in her hand and her bedside table crammed with a bottle of water and glass, an empty teacup and a box of tissues.
‘Katherine’s gone to the supermarket, so I’ve come to check on you.’
‘Fabulous. Would it be a bother if I asked you to make me a cup of tea? I just don’t want to get out of bed yet.’
‘Yep, sure.’
‘Pardon?’
‘I mean, yes. I can do that for you.’
‘Manners can take you anywhere, Agatha.’
Agatha liked Rita. She was funny and particular. Rita liked things done a certain way, kept in order in a certain way. Agatha had spent time with Rita during the two months she had lived with Katherine. She had heard all about Rita’s three sons, the oldest son’s wife and children and the other sons’ girlfriends, all of whom Rita generally approved. However, it was her three grandchildren Rita talked most about.
They all came over on Tuesday nights for dinner. Katherine and Agatha had been invited twice and it was then that Agatha had discovered how much she liked the peace and quiet of Katherine’s home, a welcome refuge after the chaos of Rita’s on those family dinner evenings.
From her bedroom, Rita called out instructions to Agatha. ‘Get the blue cup with the gold handle from the second cupboard on the left ... make sure the kettle is filled to three quarters ... put two tea bags in the pot, don’t let the tags fall in ... use the tray that’s in the narrow cupboard beside the oven, the one with pictures of wild flowers on it . lock the legs into place . there’s a little jug for the milk ... only fill it half way .’
Agatha did as she was told, softly laughing to herself at each instruction. It’s was as if Rita didn’t know that she had been looking after herself for the last few years.
Carrying the tray with the teapot, the blue cup with the gold handle and the small jug of milk filled to halfway, Agatha walked carefully down the hallway, not wanting to make any sound that might suggest things could tip off the tray. ‘Here it is,’ she said, as she stepped back into the room. Rita had repositioned herself so that she was sitting up taller.
‘Bring it over here,’ she said, patting her lap. ‘Well done. Are the legs locked into place?’ she asked, lifting it slightly to check.
‘Yes. I did it just like you said.’
‘Would you like a cup too? There’s plenty in the pot.’
Agatha shook her head, moved to the window and sat in the armchair that was facing the bed.
‘That’s my husband’s chair, you know. He used to sit there every morning to do up his shoelaces before going to work. It’s funny the habits people have. He wouldn’t do up his shoes anywhere else.’
Agatha ran her hands along the smooth arms of the chair, imagining Rita’s husband sitting here. ‘Where did he work?’
‘He was an accountant, a partner in a firm in the city. If you look in that wardrobe over there, I still have some of his suits and ties. I just can’t bear to get rid of them.’ Agatha opened the wardrobe and saw the suits, perfectly lined up. A shallow drawer with a glass top displayed the ties, neatly rolled and in straight rows.
‘My dad used to wear suits. I don’t remember what his job was, but I remember him wearing suits and going to work every day,’ Agatha said. She held the cuff of one of the sleeves in her hands, gently rubbing it between her fingers as a picture of her dad walking down the street and waving goodbye came into her mind.
‘Does your mother work?’ Rita asked, as she poured herself a cup of tea from the pot.
‘She did before I was born, but not after that. I remember she used to take me to a park that was near our house. There was one of those swings made out of an old tyre. Have you seen them?’
‘Uh-huh, I know what you mean. Ugly old things.’
‘She liked to paint. I remember her having an easel set up on the back verandah and a small one for us ... ’ Agatha closed the wardrobe and looked at Rita, who seemed preoccupied with the contents of the teapot.
‘Sorry, dear, what did you say?’
‘I said, my mum liked to paint, like for real, you know. She had an easel set up for me too.’
‘Oh, lovely. Did she teach you?’
Agatha nodded her head, relieved that Rita hadn’t heard what she’d said the first time. She moved back to the chair and sat down, twisting her fingers in her lap before, once again, spreading them out on the smoothness of the chair’s arms.
‘Katherine said to me that you might get to stay longer and that you might be going to school here. Any ideas which one?’
Agatha shook her head. ‘It’s too early to decide.’
‘Well, I’m sure you and Katherine will make the right decision. Now, I know it’s early and you’ve only just had breakfast, but what do you think about a small treat?’
Agatha smiled and nodded.
‘Go into the kitchen, look in the tall cupboard on the left, next to the refrigerator, and on the second top shelf you’ll see a tin labelled “First Aid”. That’s what we need.’
‘Oh, do you need a new bandage? I think Katherine is the best one to ... ’
‘Agatha, dear, just go and get the tin.’
Agatha did as she was told and when she carried it back, she went to hand it to Rita, who waved her hand. ‘No, no. You open it,’ Rita said.
To Agatha’s delight, the First Aid tin was not filled with bandages. Instead, it was filled with the sparkling glow of multicoloured wrappers, each holding a delicious treat.
‘Rita!’ Agatha said, her eyes showing her surprise at the unexpected contents.
‘Whatever you do, don’t tell my grandchildren, or my sons for that matter, about this tin or there will never be any left for us. You, Agatha, can help yourself whenever you like. Deal?’
With a smile that spread wide across her face, Agatha dipped her hand in the tin and took out a purple wrapper. ‘Deal.’




Nell didn’t call Monday morning. Instead, she arrived a few minutes after 9:00 am. Having spent longer on their morning walk because of the cool change that had swept through overnight, Katherine and Agatha were still having breakfast when she rang the doorbell.
‘Perfect timing,’ Katherine said, as Nell followed her into the kitchen. ‘I was just about to make another cup of tea. Want one?’
‘Actually, coffee would be good.’
Katherine nodded. Agatha hadn’t moved from the table. She picked at the crust on the side of her toast. She had had these types of conversations so many times before and couldn’t remember many where she had gotten what she wanted. If Nell began with the words, ‘Agatha, I’m sorry,’ then that would mean she was going back. Agatha wouldn’t need to keep listening, because those words meant that no one was listening to her.
With the crust removed, Agatha took two more bites, dusted the crumbs off her hands and sat back in her chair. Nell was watching Katherine make the coffee and the two were making small talk.
‘So?’ Katherine said, placing her cup on the table and Nell’s in front of the chair that Lawson usually sat in.
Nell looked at Katherine and then at Agatha and took in a deep breath.
‘Agatha, I’m sorry ... ’
‘I knew it. Don’t worry about it. I’ll go and pack,’ Agatha said, throwing her arms into the air.
‘Wait. What? I haven’t finished,’ Nell said.
‘I know what comes next, Nell. The sorry always comes before “pack your bags, your parents want you back”. I know. You’re not the first one to say sorry.’
Agatha stood up, the chair pushing back into the wall behind her. She didn’t want to cry. She didn’t want to show how much it hurt to leave here, to leave Katherine.
Katherine stood and stepped around the table. ‘Agatha, please sit down. We can’t fix this together if you leave. Please.’ Katherine’s voice was not pleading, but gentle and firm. Reluctantly, Agatha sat.
‘Okay, let me start again,’ Nell said. ‘Agatha, I’m ... wait ... sorry ... no, not sorry ... ’ Nell’s confusion made her smile. ‘Okay, got it this time. Agatha, would you like to stay here with Katherine for three more months and go to school?’
Agatha looked at Nell with suspicion. ‘What? What did you say?’
‘Stay here and go to school.’
‘I understood that part, but why did you say sorry?’
‘Oh, I was going to say I was sorry for making you wait the whole weekend for an answer. It must have been difficult for you, for both of you.’
Agatha laughed. ‘You surprised me, Nell. That’s the first time someone has said sorry to me for making me wait.’ She looked at Katherine, who leaned across the table and put her hand on her arm, something Agatha had grown accustomed to and welcomed.
‘Now you’re making me wait,’ Katherine said. ‘Do you want to stay?’
‘Yes.’
‘Great!’ Nell said, picking up her cup and taking a sip of warm coffee. ‘Now all we have to do is find a school.’
‘We already have,’ said Katherine, ‘that’s if it’s alright with you, Nell.’
An hour later, the three arrived at Sandy Vale College. Even though the summer had been hot, the grass and gardens looked green and well cared for. There were several long grey buildings that seemed to span out from the central one, all with large windows. Agatha could see classes were already underway.
When she had been to primary school, the one in Greensward, it had been a mixture of old and modern buildings. There wasn’t a large gym, or an oval, or a science lab or a big library with study desks. But she’d liked it when she was younger. Her mother used to walk her there every morning and was waiting at the gate for the afternoon bell. Then, after everything had begun to change, Mum had stopped walking her, stopped making her lunch, stopped cleaning her clothes. The teasing had gotten worse and worse, and no one had been able to stop it. So Agatha had stopped it herself by not going.
Sandy Vale College was much larger than her old school. The uniform was different, the subjects were different, the kids were different, yet Agatha knew the teasing would probably be the same. Despite what Nell said, she knew she would never escape it.
Katherine thought otherwise. ‘No one knows you here. So, what they find out is what you tell them.’ Agatha wasn’t convinced.
Having arrived without making an appointment, it was the Director of Students, Mrs Sloane, who showed them around. Mrs Sloane, so she informed them, had been at Sandy Vale for over fifteen years, and thought Agatha would enjoy it. ‘Such a friendly place, and I know lots of school say that, but we really are.’
Everything was exactly how Agatha had pictured it after she and Katherine had seen it online. Whilst the buildings were grey on the outside, inside it was different. The hallways were wide and clean. Each classroom had a sliding door with a large window at the top, so they could see in.
‘Everyone looks like they are hard at work,’ Katherine whispered to Agatha. She didn’t reply. Having missed so much school, Agatha was busy worrying about how she would be able to catch up.
‘Out through those doors is the canteen, which is a very popular place, but we’ll go this way down to the science wing, so you can see our labs.’
The tour ended when they returned to the reception area. ‘Follow me into our meeting room,’ Mrs Sloane said. As she walked past the office desk, the secretary handed her a manila folder. ‘Thank you, Stella.’
The meeting room had a long table and too many chairs for Agatha to count quickly. They all sat around the end, with Katherine and Nell on each side of Agatha.
On the tour, Katherine had called herself Agatha’s aunty and Nell’s presence was left unexplained. This was the plan they had made to reassure Agatha that no one would find out anything until she had made her final decision about which school she wanted to go to. ‘But even then, I don’t want you to say anything, Nell,’ she had pleaded.
‘Not possible, Agatha. I’m sorry. There are forms to fill out and they must know. But I will do my best to make sure they don’t tell everyone.’
Mrs Sloane was handing some of the papers from the manila folder to Agatha and some to Katherine. ‘As you can see, Agatha, Year 8 is about experiencing a wide range of subjects. We do French here and all our students do it until they finish Year 9. What did you do at your primary school?’
‘Italian.’
Nell threw her hands in the air and smiled at Agatha. ‘Bene.’
Agatha didn’t smile back.
‘And the papers I’ve given you, Katherine, are the enrolment forms and the fees, and other bits and bobs, like uniform. We have a place in our Year 8 group for Agatha, if you choose to send her here. She can start tomorrow, if you want.’
Katherine shuffled through the papers and then placed them neatly on the table in front of her. ‘Would you mind giving us a moment?’ she asked Mrs Sloane.
‘Of course. My office is right next door, let me know when you’re ready.’ She stood up, pushed her chair in and left, closing the door behind her.
‘Well?’ Katherine said, shuffling her chair around so she was facing Agatha. ‘What do you think?’
‘Can I take a week or two to think about it?’
Katherine shook her head. ‘We can go and look at another school today, if that’s what you want, but I think we need to decide by the end of today.’ Katherine put her hand on Agatha’s and gave it a gentle squeeze. ‘You can do this, Agatha.You have us.’
Agatha looked at Katherine’s hand on top of hers. ‘Okay. This school is fine.’
‘Great,’ Nell said. ‘I’ll go and get Mrs Sloane and we can sign you up today.’ She pushed her chair back and headed for the door.
‘Nell? Wait,’Agatha said.
Nell turned back.
‘I know this is the part where you have to tell her all about me. Can I wait outside while you do it?’
‘Why?’ Katherine asked, before Nell had the chance to answer.
Agatha shook her head, making her hair fall down each side of her face. Katherine tenderly pushed it back behind each ear, then placed her hand under Agatha’s chin, raising it so she could see her eyes. ‘Why?’ she said again, so softly that Nell couldn’t hear, but Agatha could.
‘Because I don’t want to see her face when she finds out. It will change. It always does.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Before, when she was here, she looked at me as if I was normal. Once she finds out about my parents and why I’m living with you, she won’t look at me like that again. I won’t be normal. I can see the change in people, Katherine, every time.’
Katherine wiped away the large tear that was slowly making its way down Agatha’s cheek and blinked away her own. ‘Did I do that to you?’
Agatha shook her head. ‘I waited, that first week, but you didn’t. I just thought Nell hadn’t told you everything.’
‘She didn’t at first, but when we knew it was going to be a couple of months, she did. She told me everything I needed to know, so I could help you, if you needed me to.’
‘Everything? And you let me stay?’
‘I wanted you to stay and to trust us. I know you have a thousand reasons not to, but this time I’m asking you to try one more time and trust us.’
Agatha’s fingers twisted together in her lap. ‘Okay. I’ll go here,’ she said.
Nell grinned and left to find Mrs Sloane. Katherine took in a deep breath and smiled as well. ‘Bonne décision.’ Seeing Agatha’s puzzled look, she added, ‘That’s French for good decision.’
‘You speak French?’
‘Probably enough to get us through Year 8, possibly Year 9, if I brush up a little.’
Agatha sat back in her chair, smiling. It wasn’t the French that pleased her. It was the ‘us’. 




Mrs Sloane had been very helpful getting the uniform organised yesterday and Agatha was now dressed ready for her first day. There had still been time for their early morning walk, however the long slow breakfast had been replaced by an efficient one, followed by a quick shower. Now, standing in calf-length white socks and her new uniform, with freshly washed hair that she had tied back into a long, still-damp plaited ponytail, Agatha looked at herself in the tall mirror behind her bedroom door.
She hardly recognised herself.
After a gentle knock on the door, Katherine was soon standing beside her, her hand smoothing out the ponytail. Their eyes met in the reflection of the mirror.
‘Are you ready?’ Katherine asked.
Agatha shrugged.
‘I think that one means “yes and no”. I’m close to mastering shrug language.’ Katherine smiled.
‘What do I do if they pick on me about ... ’
‘No one knows you or your past. Mrs Sloane said that since we don’t know how long you are going to be there, she would only tell two people, the principal and the school nurse.’
‘People lie, Katherine, even people like Mrs Sloane,’ Agatha said bluntly, still looking at Katherine through the mirror.
‘I know. People do. But sometimes we just have to trust certain people, and Mrs Sloane seems like someone who would keep her promise, don’t you think?’
Agatha answered with a shrug.
‘Hmmm, I think that one means “it’s easy for you to say”.’
Agatha leaned to the side and put her head against Katherine’s shoulder, whose arm quickly circled her. For a moment they stood and looked at their reflection.
‘Now, shoes.You can’t go to school in socks, well, you can, but I think today the plan is to blend in rather than stand out.’
Agatha went to the wardrobe and took out the new school shoes they had bought at The Vale the day before. Katherine had made her wear them last night, to try and get used to them before today. ‘New shoes can take a while to wear in. It might just take a few days,’ she had said as Agatha walked around the house before dinner, Chief following closely behind.
Agatha carried her shoes in one hand, her school bag in the other and followed Katherine to the kitchen. There on the bench was the new lunchbox they had also bought yesterday. ‘There’s a sandwich and snacks in there,’ said Katherine, as she handed it to her. ‘That was my first time putting together a school lunchbox. Rita gave me a few ideas.’
‘Thanks, Katherine.’
Agatha unzipped her schoolbag and found a place for the lunchbox. She slipped her shoes on, bent down to do up the buckles, then stood up straight. ‘Ready.’
Katherine nodded. ‘Okay, then. Let’s go, before either of us changes our minds.’
Sandy Vale College wasn’t far, in fact, it was close enough to walk to, if the weather was right and after her new shoes were worn in.
Katherine and Agatha had agreed with Mrs Sloane that on the first day, they would meet her at the reception at 8:30 am and she would take Agatha to her Home Group. ‘I will put you in Mr Brown’s Home Group,’ she’d said.
Agatha didn’t know what a Home Group was and she wasn’t going to ask. She had just nodded to Mrs Sloane as if she knew exactly what she was talking about.
At 8:30 am precisely, Agatha and Katherine stepped through the automatic doors and into the reception, where Mrs Sloane was waiting, leaning on the counter as if she had just been having a conversation with Stella. ‘Good morning. Agatha, you look perfect for your first day here at Sandy Vale College. Are you ready?’
Agatha shrugged.
‘Nervous, I think would best sum it up for both of us,’ Katherine said, placing her hand on Agatha’s shoulder.
‘Nerves are fine. We all get nervous with new things,’ Mrs Sloane said, not to Katherine, but to Agatha. ‘Now, what are your plans for the end of the day?’
‘I’ll be here to collect her. I was thinking I might just wait out there in the car park. How does that sound to you, Agatha?’
Having not said a word so far, Agatha just shrugged her agreement.
‘Okay, then. I’ll go, and let Mrs Sloane take you to Home Group. Have a wonderful day.’ Katherine gave Agatha a hug and whispered into her ear, ‘Head up high.’ Katherine stepped back and left, the automatic doors closing behind her. Agatha watched her walk to the car, putting on her sunglasses before she opened the driver’s door.
‘Right. Now I told Mr Brown I would be bringing you over just before Home Group, so let’s head over there. I have allocated you a locker just outside his room, so it will be nice and handy.’ Mrs Sloane began to walk around the reception desk towards another door, and Agatha followed. Once outside, Mrs Sloane stopped and waited for Agatha to catch up. ‘Walk next to me, Agatha,’ she said.
As they walked from one building to the next, Agatha noticed the other students arriving, lots of them, some giving her a quick glance, others seemingly not even noticing her.
‘Morning, Mrs Sloane,’ said one student.
‘Morn-ning,’ she replied, breaking the word into two distinct parts. Every student that passed them said good morning to Mrs Sloane, and she responded to each one with her two-part greeting, occasionally adding a, ‘How are you?’ or ‘Tuck that shirt in.’
‘All of the Year 8 students have their Home Groups and lockers in this building,’ she said to Agatha. ‘I think you will find some lovely new friends amongst them.’
Agatha wasn’t so sure. She remembered her best friend in junior primary school had become her worst enemy by the time they’d reached Grade 4. She was the one who had spread the word about the slow deterioration of Agatha’s life throughout the whole school.
The sound in the corridor was becoming more excited the closer it got to 8:45 am, the beginning of Home Group. There was a sea of navy and white uniforms ahead of them, but Mrs Sloane’s presence cut a path through them as the students stepped back to let her pass.
Finally, they reached a classroom, the door fully open. Mrs Sloane stepped to the side of the doorway, put her arm on Agatha’s shoulder and guided her in. ‘Morn–ning, Mr Brown. This is Agatha Grace, your new Home Group member I spoke with you about yesterday.’
Mr Brown moved swiftly from his desk to the door and held out his hand to Agatha. ‘Welcome, Agatha,’ he said, with his head slightly to the side and his eyes looking directly into hers. His voice was deep, yet warm and welcoming. Agatha shook his hand.
‘I shall leave her with you, Mr Brown,’ Mrs Sloane said, and quickly disappeared back into the crowded corridor.
‘Come on in,’ Mr Brown said, his arm making a sweeping motion. ‘Because it’s your first day, we will assign a couple of students to you to make sure you get to where you need to be.’
Agatha stepped into the classroom and let her schoolbag slide to the floor beside her. Along one wall was a series of posters titled ‘The Seven Natural Wonders of the World’, and the back wall was covered by a huge map of all the continents. As if he could read her mind, Mr Brown said, ‘This is a Humanities room most of the time.’ Agatha gave him a quick glance, then kept looking around.
Other students began to enter the room. ‘Morning, Mr Brown,’ they said, looking first at Agatha, then making their way to their seats. It took all her effort to keep her head up high. She was regretting the ponytail. She wished she had left her hair down to help shield her face. She pulled at the hair on each side of her forehead, loosening wisps that she knew would not be enough to do the job.
‘Okay, folks, good morning and take your seats,’ Mr Brown said, as he moved back to the teacher’s desk at the front and half sat on the front of it. When he did, Agatha could see he was wearing mismatched socks under his dark suit pants.
‘Why don’t you sit over there, Agatha?’ he said, pointing to a table near the front, but slightly to the side. There were two chairs there, but the other stayed vacant, even as more students came in.
Mr Brown was counting students, his finger pointing from one to the other as he softly said the numbers, but still managed to nod and smile to each one. ‘Just waiting on a couple of people running late,’ he said, to no one in particular. ‘Okay, folks, settle down,’ he said, this time in a louder voice. ‘Before we get into the housekeeping business of the day, we have a new student joining us. I know she will quickly make new friends here, because you are a friendly bunch. Just remember, not everyone has to ask her a thousand questions – slow and steady, people. So, welcome ... ’
‘Agatha!’
Agatha’s head, like everyone else’s, swung towards the door. And for the first time since her arrival, Agatha spoke.
‘Tully!’




‘So, you two know each other?’ Mr Brown had remained in ‘ his half-seated position on the desk, his head on the side, gently nodding with a wide smile on his face. ‘Great! I was just about to ask for a volunteer to buddy up with Agatha today. Can I give that responsibility to you, Tully?’
Tully walked across the room and, as she got closer to Agatha, a large smile appeared. ‘Sure can, Mr Brown. I’ll look after her.’
‘Great, well you can start by taking her out to her locker; here’s the combination.’ Mr Brown handed Tully a piece of paper and smiled at Agatha.
‘Come on. I’ll show you where your locker is,’ Tully said, as she turned and headed out of the room. Slowly, Agatha got up and followed, aware that every pair of eyes was watching her.
Out in the corridor, Agatha braced herself. It hadn’t crossed her mind that this might be Tully’s school. A few steps away from the classroom, Tully stopped at a locker and looked at the paper, made a few turns of the lock and it was open. ‘There you go. Now you can unpack your stuff and put your bag in.’
Agatha waited and didn’t move.
‘Agatha, you can put your things in here,’ Tully repeated. When Agatha didn’t move, Tully held out her hand. ‘Give me your bag and I’ll do it for you.’ Tully took the bag and unzipped it, taking out the folders Katherine had packed the evening before. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.
‘Don’t you want to know why I’m here? Why I left your place?’
‘I really, really want to know, but I’m not going to make you tell me. You will when you’re ready.’
Tully took out all the textbooks that Agatha and Katherine had bought from the booklist Mrs Sloane had given them. She arranged them on the shelf of the locker and placed the bag underneath. When she closed the door, she showed Agatha how the lock worked and made Agatha lock and unlock it several times, until she seemed satisfied that Agatha had mastered it.
‘We have the same classes, so you’re going to need the same books I have,’ Tully said, pulling out a folder and checking the labels Katherine had made for them. ‘I think I might rearrange a few things, but it looks pretty much set up. Did your aunty do it?’
Agatha nodded. The bell rang and the corridor was soon filled with students moving so quickly that Agatha stepped back into her locker to get out of the way. ‘Come on,’ said Tully, grabbing Agatha’s arm. ‘Science. Follow me.’
Agatha stayed right behind Tully, watching her blonde ponytail swing back and forth as she bounced along. They left the Home Group building and walked across a courtyard towards another grey building. Outside, they had more space and Tully hung back, waiting for Agatha to step up beside her. ‘You haven’t missed anything fun in Science. It’s mainly been about safety rules and stuff. A bit boring, but the teacher said once we get it done and pass the safety test, we can do something cool with the Bunsen burners. Sounds great, doesn’t it? Much better that watching plants grow or ice melt, like at primary school.’
Most of the same faces that had been in Home Group appeared in Science. With Tully by her side, Agatha felt that the others were already showing less curiosity about her. And she was more overwhelmed by Tully’s sudden appearance than by her surroundings.
Showing confidence that Agatha only dreamt of having, Tully went straight up to the Science teacher, explained Agatha’s arrival and politely asked for the seating to be reassigned so that they could sit together. The Science teacher obliged, and they soon settled at a bench in the middle of the class.
‘Hey, Tully? So, Ag-ahhh-tharr and you are best friends, huh?’
Agatha didn’t know the voice, but she recognised the tone. She had heard her name said like that a thousand times: ‘You smell, Ag-ahhh-tharr!’, ‘You live in a tip, Ag-ahhh-tharr.’
She felt her chest tighten and her shoulders hunch. She wanted to run from the room, from the school, home to Katherine. She knew she could do it - it wasn’t far. She could be home in no time.
It was Tully’s gentle hand on her arm that stopped her. Agatha turned her head slightly to look at Tully, and her look was met with a wink and a slight smile. Then Tully turn to the voice behind her.
‘Yes, we are, Jax, and before you speak to me like that, you should remember what happened the last time you did, in Grade 5, huh?’
‘That was Grade 5,’ the defiant voice retorted.
‘Grade 5, Year 8, no difference to me. I’ll deal with you in exactly the same way. How do you think that would look to all your new mates, huh?’ Tully didn’t wait for a response. She turned back to Agatha and gave her another wink. ‘Don’t pay any attention to him, he’s all bluff,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve known him a long time, he’s got stuff going on – I think that’s why he’s like that.’
Agatha looked at Tully. If only she could do that – speak to kids like Jax the way Tully did.
The rest of the class passed quickly, and they were soon walking across the courtyard again, this time to Maths. By recess time, Agatha was starving and couldn’t wait to eat. Walking back to her locker with Tully, they now had two other girls with them, all talking as if Agatha had been part of their group forever.
They found a bench under the shade of a large tree, just outside the door from the lockers. There were students everywhere. The older ones paid no attention to the Year 8s as they walked by. Agatha hadn’t been prepared for how tall and mature the senior students looked. She felt small.
She sat between Tully and another girl, Cora, Tully’s best friend from primary school. Katherine had packed a blueberry muffin for a snack and Agatha ate it slowly, carefully picking the paper wrapping away before each bite, being careful not to tear it and then wiping away the stray crumbs after.
‘So, Tully told me how you met on the train and that you were staying with your aunt,’ Cora said, so matter-of-factly that Agatha didn’t feel like she needed to answer. ‘But, Tully, didn’t you say Agatha was only staying for the weekend?’
‘I can’t remember what I said,’ Tully replied, giving Agatha a wink.
‘My parents will be away longer than they thought,’ Agatha offered.
‘It must be for a long time if you had to change schools?’ Cora said. Agatha noted a curious tone creeping into her voice.
Agatha shrugged. ‘Parents. Can’t work them out.’
They all murmured in agreement.
The conversation of the small group swirled around Agatha. She hadn’t been in a group like this before, where they talked about shopping, the TV shows they watched, their weekend sport teams and how annoying their siblings were. Agatha just listened, trying to find something she knew about that she could comment on. She craved being just like them.
The bell signalled the end of recess and they moved inside to the lockers. ‘What do we have now?’ Cora asked.
‘English, then French,’ said Tully.
‘Ooh la, la,’ said Morgan, another member of their small, tightly knit group and whose locker was next to Agatha’s. ‘Tully is the organiser – she knows everything. If you forget something, just ask Tully.’
The small band of new friends surrounded Agatha as they all walked down the corridor to class. For the first time that day, Agatha relaxed and smiled.




Katherine had arrived at the school too early. She drove into the car park near reception and got out. It was too hot to sit in the car. When she entered through the doors, Stella looked up from behind her desk and smiled. ‘Can I help you?’
‘I thought I’d just wait here; it’s so hot outside.’
Stella smiled and returned to what she was doing. Katherine moved to the window and watched as a slow trickle of students began to appear. She was really only looking for one.
Several minutes passed before the final bell went. By that time, there were students everywhere heading for the gates. Some would walk home, others had bikes, but many got into cars that pulled into the circular car park and out again.
When Katherine spotted Agatha walking towards her car, she let out a sigh of relief. Beside her was a girl, who, when she reached her own car, gave Agatha a small wave, which Agatha returned.
Katherine moved quickly outside towards Agatha and her car. ‘Good day?’ she said, as she approached.
‘Okay, I guess. It’s school.’
Inside the car, doors closed, air conditioner blasting out still warm air, Katherine looked at Agatha. ‘I see you made a friend.’
‘Remember Tully, the girl on the train?’
‘Really? Well, that’s great, isn’t it?’
‘I think so. Katherine, I have homework.’
‘Right. Well, that is something I can definitely help you with.’
The house was cool when they walked in through the back door, and Chief was excited to see Agatha back. He circled around her feet as she carefully took each step. Finally, putting her schoolbag down beside the dining table, she bent and picked him up. ‘Did you miss me, Chief?’ She ruffled his head while he tried to lick her face.
Katherine placed two tall glasses of lemon water on the table and a jar of homemade biscuits that she had baked that day, to keep herself busy until it was time to collect Agatha. ‘So, what homework do you have?’
‘Not much. Tully gave me her notes from Science to copy, because there’s a test next week. Monday, I think. And then I have some Maths questions to finish. Mr Brown gave me a school diary and I copied everything from Tully’s diary into it.’
As Agatha unpacked her books onto the table, Katherine watched and took small sips from her glass. With everything out, Agatha sat and organised her books in front of her. She made neat piles, moving each one slightly until they were perfectly lined up. She opened her pencil case and took out some of the contents, again taking the time to place them in order, the tips all pointing in the same direction and each one evenly spaced. Once it was all done, Agatha touched each book and pen, ruler and eraser again. Katherine watched.
Finally, Agatha sat back in her chair and picked up her glass. ‘Okay. I’m ready.’
‘Right. What do you want to do first?’
Agatha shrugged. She looked to Katherine.
‘Well, why don’t we start with the Maths? Then you can copy out the Science notes and ask questions if you need to.’
‘Okay.’ Agatha selected the Maths textbook from the pile, opened her workbook and picked up the pencil. ‘We are doing Chapter Three, which doesn’t make sense, because Tully said they haven’t done Chapters One and Two. Why would they do that?’
‘School can be a bit of a mystery sometimes. Let’s have a look,’ Katherine said.
For the next twenty-five minutes, Agatha methodically worked through the problems with Katherine beside her, ready to help if needed. It was Chief who alerted them to someone approaching the house.
Katherine stood up and went to the front window. Agatha stood just behind her shoulder. ‘Hmm ... ’ said Katherine. ‘I don’t know who this is.’ They watched a woman walk swiftly up the driveway.
‘I do.’
Before Agatha had time to explain, the doorbell rang. Katherine went to see who the unexpected visitor was that Agatha already knew. A moment later, she returned with the woman to the empty sitting room. ‘Would you like to sit down?’ Katherine said, looking around for Agatha.
‘Thank you, but I don’t need to sit. I won’t take up your time. I have to get to my child’s gym class. I’m Tully’s mother, Celeste.’ ‘Oh, I see. I’m Katherine. I’ve heard such good things about Tully. She has been a kind friend to Agatha on her first day at school. Please, let’s sit.’ Celeste hesitated, then agreed. Both women moved to armchairs and sat facing each other.
‘Are you Agatha’s aunty?’
Katherine hesitated and then said, ‘Yes.’
‘I’m a little uncomfortable saying this, I haven’t had to before, but my priority is always to protect my children.’
‘Of course. Why don’t you just say what it is you want to say?’
Celeste cleared her throat. ‘I don’t know Agatha’s story – I don’t want to know Agatha’s story. And I don’t want her being friends with my child, Tully. There’s something not quite right going on here and I don’t want Tully getting into something that could hurt her.’
‘Did something happen at school that I’m unaware of?’ Katherine asked, having shifted forward in her chair, her hands folded on her lap, her voice calm and steady.
‘No. But as you are aware, I did find her at the train station, all alone. You weren’t here, and then she disappeared in the middle of the night. I would say that’s enough to suggest that I need to keep her away from Tully.’
‘I see. Well, I must say that’s very disappointing.’
An awkward silence hung between them. Celeste stood up. ‘I have already spoken to the school. I’ve asked that Agatha be placed in another class.’
Katherine stood too. ‘I wish you hadn’t done that. They seemed so happy today, when I saw them.’
‘You’re an aunty, not a parent. I imagine it’s difficult to put yourself in my position.’
Katherine didn’t respond. She didn’t know where Agatha had gone, but she was sure she would be listening.
Tully’s mother moved towards the front door. Without another word spoken between them, she left. Katherine leaned back against the closed front door and let out a deep sigh. For a moment, she dropped her head down, as if thinking about what she should do next.
‘Agatha,’ she said softly to herself, and stepped back into the sitting room. Katherine walked across it to the kitchen. With no sign of Agatha there, she headed down the hall to Agatha’s closed bedroom door. She put her ear to it and could hear movement. She tapped lightly and opened the door.
The orange suitcase was open on the bed. Agatha had changed out of her school uniform, which now lay in a heap on the floor at the foot of the bed and was moving swiftly between the wardrobe and the suitcase. Katherine watched for a moment, then stepped forward. ‘Agatha,’ she said gently. Agatha didn’t stop. She didn’t reply. ‘Agatha,’ Katherine repeated.
‘I can’t stay. I have to go back. I can’t stay. Call Nell. Call Nell!’ With each word, with each step, Agatha’s packing became more frantic, her voice wavering.
‘Agatha, just stop for a minute.’ But Agatha didn’t. She couldn’t. Having grabbed everything from the wardrobe and thrown it into the case, Agatha upended it, spilling the contents on the bed. With one sweep of her arm, she moved it all to the side and put the case back down. Again, she tried to pack, smoothing things out, trying to fold, but her panicked state was working against her. When she couldn’t get it right, she would throw it back on the pile and pick up something else.
Katherine stepped forward and put her hand on her shoulder. It was quickly nudged away. Katherine didn’t give in. She moved herself between Agatha and the bed and took a firm hold of both of her shoulders. ‘Agatha. Stop.’ Her voice was loud and firm. Agatha’s face was covered in tears, making the wisps of hair stick to her face. Katherine could feel Agatha’s body shaking, see her eyes darting.
In one swift move, she embraced Agatha, pulling her closer in and holding her. ‘Just breathe, sweetheart. Breathe. I’m not letting you go. Just breathe.’
For what seemed like hours, but was only several minutes, Katherine held Agatha and waited while she ever so slowly began to calm down. ‘Breathe,’ Katherine said occassionaly, slowly and with in a soft low tone.
When she felt Agatha’s body stop shaking and the sobs subside, Katherine lowered her arms and took hold of Agatha’s hands. ‘That’s better,’ she said, looking directly at Agatha, whose eyes were lowered to the floor. ‘Just keep breathing, nice and steady.’ Katherine dropped one of Agatha’s hands and gently moved the hair back from her face, then stepped to her side and rubbed her back, just between her shoulders, releasing the last bit of tension Agatha was holding onto.
‘Let’s leave this for now,’ Katherine said, and then, as if anticipating Agatha’s response, added, ‘We’ll fix everything up later. We’ll do it together. Let’s just go to the sitting room and talk this through first.’ Not waiting for Agatha to object, Katherine led her by the hand, down the hall and back to the sitting room, followed closely by Chief, who had stayed in the bedroom doorway the whole time.
Katherine sat down on the sofa, with Agatha beside her. ‘Wait here,’ she said, standing up and quickly moving to the kitchen, returning with a box of tissues and Agatha’s glass of lemon water. ‘Here,’ Katherine said, handing the glass to Agatha and placing the tissues beside her.
‘I’m assuming you heard everything Tully’s mum said,’ Katherine began. Agatha nodded. ‘Well, I think she’s wrong and eventually she’ll see that.’ Agatha shrugged. Katherine took in a deep breath. ‘I think we’re both in a bit of a spot. I’m not sure what to do, but that’s not to say we give in.’
‘Please take me home, Katherine,’ Agatha said, in barely a whisper. ‘I don’t belong here. I don’t belong anywhere but there.’
‘Is that what you want?’
‘No. But it doesn’t matter what I want. It never matters what I want.’
‘I think we need some help to sort this through, before you just leave. Can you give it one more chance? If you still want to go home, I won’t stop you – I’ll drive you myself. But I want you to think about it first.’
Agatha shrugged, and this time Katherine knew what that one meant.
‘Good. One more chance. And I know exactly who to call on to help us work this through.’
‘Nell?’ Agatha said, sitting up a bit taller, pulling her hair back into a twisted ponytail before letting it go.
‘No. We need someone with experience in handling school mums,’ Katherine smiled, as if pleased with her idea. ‘Come on.’ She held out her hand to Agatha, who took it and stood. ‘You too, Chief. Let’s go.’ And the three left the coolness of the house and stepped out into the heat of the late afternoon.




Rita greeted them at the door, still on her crutches. She took one look at their faces and ushered them inside. ‘I was going to say tell me all the exciting news about your first day, but I can see that it didn’t go so well. Come on in. Sit and tell me everything.’
Agatha told Rita all the details, from Home Group until the end of the day, and how happy she had been. She told her about the new friends she had made, the classes and even about the boy who had started to tease her and how Tully had stopped him. Katherine watched as, with each detail, Agatha’s face brightened.
‘I see,’ Rita said. ‘It sounds to me like it was a perfect first day. So why the long faces when you arrived?’
Then it was Katherine’s turn. She retold the conversation with Tully’s mum precisely. Then, to Agatha’s surprise, told Rita every detail of what happened in her bedroom and the conversation on the sofa.
Agatha watched Rita’s face closely, as Katherine gave her the details. She was expecting to see it change, like faces always did when they heard these sorts of details about her. Rita’s didn’t. She simply nodded and listened to Katherine, occasionally glancing at Agatha, giving her a small smile, then back to Katherine.
‘Say no more, Katherine. I know exactly what is going on here. So, how about you make us a cup of tea, and Agatha, you can get the First Aid tin from the cupboard. I think we are going to need it.’
‘She’s not injured, Rita,’ Katherine said, with a puzzled look on her face.
‘Who said anything about an injury?’ Rita chuckled. Agatha smiled and went to the kitchen, Katherine following. When the tin came down from its place on the shelf, Agatha lifted the lid and showed Katherine its contents. They both laughed and the air in the room felt lighter.
A few minutes later, each with a cup of tea and chewing on a chocolate, Agatha was actually pleased she was there.
‘We’ve come to you, Rita, because I haven’t had to deal with this before and we know you have done the whole school thing three times. I thought you might have some ideas.’
‘I do. But first I want to find out something.’ She looked straight at Agatha. ‘Do you want to stay here, go to school and be friends with Tully?’
Agatha shrugged. Rita continued, ‘Well, until we know the answer to that we can’t make a plan.’
‘I don’t understand,’ Katherine said.
Still looking at Agatha, Rita said, ‘If Agatha wants to give up and go home, then there’s no point us trying to fix this situation. But ... if she really wants it, and I mean really wants it, then I say, let’s fix it. It can be done, it might not be easy or instant, but it can be done. It’s up to her, Katherine. We can’t decide for her.’
Rita and Katherine took another sip of their tea and waited. With the First Aid tin on her lap, Agatha took out another chocolate. Once unwrapped, she popped the treat in her mouth and smoothed out the wrapper between her fingers. She put the tin on the table beside her and, not satisfied with its smoothness, placed the wrapper onto her thigh and continued to gently flatten it. When she was done, she reached over to the wrapper Rita had discarded and began to flatten it too.
Katherine and Rita watched.
‘Sweetheart,’ Katherine finally said, ‘tell us what you’re thinking.’
Agatha put the smoothed wrapper on top of the other one she had beside her, reached into the tin and took out another chocolate. This time, she put the sweet treat down and began to smooth the wrapper straight away.
‘I want to stay here, Katherine, with you and Chief and Rita, but I don’t want to go to school,’ she said, without looking up. Katherine and Rita exchanged glances.
‘I think if you want one, then you have to do the other,’ Katherine said. She looked at Rita. ‘What should we do?’
‘Tully’s mum doesn’t know you like we know you,’ Rita said, before pausing. ‘But I think Tully does. She’s a keeper, Agatha. I think it’s just one of those situations where you’re going to have to go to school tomorrow and act like nothing has happened. And, Katherine, I think a quick call to Mrs Sloane just to make sure Agatha isn’t moved wouldn’t go astray. Although, I doubt they’ll move you, Agatha. Imagine if schools had to move a child from a class every time a parent complained!’
Agatha looked at Rita. ‘I don’t want to go. They’ll all know and make fun of me. Tully is my only friend.’
‘There will be other friends there, Agatha.You just didn’t have to make friends with anyone else because Tully was there. And besides, you haven’t said anything that suggests anyone knows anything!’ Rita said, as she took another chocolate from the tin, put the treat in her mouth and handed Agatha the wrapper. She took it and began to smooth it out, to add to the small pile of already flattened wrappers.
‘I think Rita’s right. We’ll just have to see what tomorrow brings and then deal with that,’ Katherine said.
‘If I have to go to school tomorrow, then I better get home and do that homework.’ Agatha put the smoothed wrapper on the pile and stood up. Without another word, she turned and left, Chief at her heels.
From the sitting room, they watched her walk down the driveway. ‘That was too easy,’ commented Katherine, watching Agatha walk away.
‘Hmmm. I agree.’
‘What should I do?’
‘I think you are going to have to wait and see what happens too’
‘But what if she packs her suitcase and leaves? What if she sneaks out during ... ’
‘Katherine,’ Rita interrupted. ‘There’s nothing you can do about any of that. You can’t sit up all night and block the door. She has to decide this for herself. We know how much she wants to stay here, but we can’t make her.’
Katherine nodded. ‘I think I better call Nell and tell her what’s happened.’
‘Yes, now that is something you can do.’
Twenty minutes later, Katherine tentatively opened her front door. Chief was immediately there to greet her, then ran back through the sitting room. Katherine followed and found Agatha sitting at the dining table, writing.
‘The Maths wasn’t hard at all,’ she said, as Katherine entered. ‘I got it finished, so I’m just doing the notes. I’ll have to give them back to Tully tomorrow. Do you think I can do that and say thank you? Will her mum be cross at me if I do that?’
Katherine sat down at the table and expected, from the tone of Agatha’s voice, that she would be wiping away tears. But there were none to wipe. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked Agatha, who hadn’t raised her head from her homework.
‘I’m okay, Katherine.You don’t need to worry. I know exactly what I need to do.’
‘And what’s that, sweetheart?’
Agatha shrugged, but still wouldn’t look at Katherine. ‘I’m okay.’
Katherine sat back in the chair and watched as Agatha kept copying the notes. She glanced at her watch. ‘I might just go and water the pots outside before starting dinner. Is that okay with you?’
‘Sure, Katherine,’ Agatha replied.
As the evening went on, hardly a word was spoken between them. Agatha helped Katherine clean up the kitchen and packed up her homework into her schoolbag, ready for the morning. Then, quietly, without even a goodnight, Agatha went to her room and closed the door.
Katherine sat in her armchair, Chief settling on the sofa. ‘We will just have to wait until morning, Chief, to see what happens next,’ she said. The television flickered to life, the evening news filled with its usual sad stories.




Agatha could hear Katherine move about the house. It hadn’t taken long for her to realise that, just like she had a set morning routine, Katherine also had a set evening routine. And now, as she lay in her bed, dressed in her casual clothes under the sheet, she listened.
Katherine would check that the back door was locked, then do one final wipe of the kitchen bench, turn off the lights, move through the sitting room and check the front door, turning off lights as she went. Finally, as she passed Agatha’s door, she would open it slightly, letting the hall light land on Agatha’s bed, whisper goodnight and then close the door again. The hallway light would be left on, its light creeping in under the door. Then the house would fall silent.
She waited, glancing at her bedside clock as the minutes ticked slowly past. When she had left Rita’s house, she’d been determined to pack her suitcase and leave, like she’d done at Tully’s house, without a word to anyone. She still had one ten-dollar note in the pocket of her jeans. She hoped that would be enough for her to catch the buses and trains needed to get home.
But now, as she lay ready to get up and pack, she wasn’t certain if she wanted to go or if she wanted to stay. The minutes continued to tick by. 11:34 pm.
Agatha quietly got up. She slowly pulled the suitcase out from underneath her bed and opened it. There were still a few things in it – the photo book and an embroidered handkerchief that Rita had given her to celebrate her return. She rearranged them so that they sat smoothed and flat. With small soft steps, she went to the wardrobe and opened the door. She would only take what she needed, what she had brought with her. She wouldn’t need the uniform, or the new runners Katherine had bought her for PE class. She didn’t want Katherine to think she was a thief as well as everything else.
With the orange suitcase full, Agatha zipped it closed and placed it behind the door, in case Katherine got up to check on her. If she opened the door, she wouldn’t see the packed case. Then she sat back on her bed and waited.

When Katherine got up at her usual time, she went straight to Agatha’s door. She put her ear close to it, but could only hear a worrying silence. For a moment, she thought she should just go in and see what had happened, but then thought better of it. She stepped back from the door and walked to the kitchen. At this time of the morning, she needed a glass of water before heading out on her walk. She looked at the clock. 5:56 am. Agatha knew she would leave at zero six hundred hours, on the dot. Katherine waited.
As if he knew that the clocked had moved to six, Chief started to whine and move about near Katherine’s feet. ‘I know, I know,’ Katherine said. ‘Let’s go.’ She walked to the front door and hesitated. Still no sound. She bent down and attached Chief’s lead, slipped the spare key into her pocket and stepped out into the fresh morning air. ‘Fingers crossed, Chief,’ she said.
Katherine walked at a brisk pace, which Chief had no trouble keeping up with. She decided to walk down the street, past Rita’s first, cross over and then head down to the beachfront, rather than walk the path between the houses. Katherine was not the only one out early. The paths were busy with joggers and people strolling back after an early morning swim. Since Katherine walked at the same time most days, she had begun to recognise others who had a similar routine to her. On those days when she walked later, she rarely saw the same people or dogs.
This morning, Katherine passed a few familiar dog owners. She looked in each direction before crossing the road to the next block, the sound of the waves breaking onto the shoreline growing stronger. Chief was seemingly desperate to get to the sandy beach and be off the lead.
Once at the final crossing, Katherine steadied Chief and waited for a couple of cars to pass. ‘Walk,’ she commanded when the way was clear, and Chief quickly led her across the street. At the grassy edge of the path, Katherine looked around, saw few cars and let Chief go. He ran ahead. By the time she’d caught up to him, he was on the sand, chasing the seagulls.
Katherine and Chief walked along the beach, and while the view of the bay usually took Katherine’s mind to her husband, today she could not stop thinking about the silence that had been behind Agatha’s closed door.
Chief ran around and round and then stopped. At first, Katherine didn’t notice, but he stayed still for so long that she stopped too. ‘Chief, come on.’
He didn’t move.
Katherine took a few steps towards him, and just as she was about to bend down to pick him up, he took off across the sand and up the steps. ‘Chief!’ Katherine called out and headed towards the steps after him, the deep sand making each step harder. ‘Chief!’
She saw his small body fly along the path, and she looked ahead to see if she could see what he was running towards.
A bright orange suitcase and a lone figure sat on the bench under the plane tree.
Katherine smiled to herself and ran too.




‘This is as far as I got,’ Agatha said, still looking out to the bay.
‘What time did you ... ’ Katherine began to ask but stopped. That wasn’t the question she needed the answer to. ‘What have you decided to do?’
‘I don’t know. I’ve been sitting here for ages, just waiting for the answer. I don’t want to go home and I don’t want to go to school. What would you do, Katherine, if you were me?’
‘Big decisions are hard to make. Whatever you decide, you know I’ll support you. I can’t make the decision for you, though.’ Katherine sat down and they looked out across the bay together, with Chief on Agatha’s lap.
‘Why don’t we go home and have some breakfast?’ Katherine offered. ‘Lawson says big decisions shouldn’t be made on an empty stomach. What do you think?’
Agatha shrugged. ‘Okay.’
Katherine put Chief on his lead and they began to walk towards the path that would take them home. Agatha walked beside her, firmly gripping her suitcase.
Several minutes later, they entered Katherine’s home. Agatha put her suitcase next to the wall by the front door. The clock in the sitting room said 6:57 am.
Katherine moved to the kitchen and began to prepare breakfast. Agatha stood at the counter, watching every move. First the cereal, then the milk and yoghurt.
‘Why do you think my mum can’t do this for me anymore?’ If the unexpected question surprised Katherine, she didn’t show it.
‘Why do you think?’ she asked in reply, as she sliced a banana on top of the yoghurt.
‘Nell said it’s her way of coping, all the things she keeps, since the accident.’
‘Is that what you think?’
Agatha shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I suppose.’ Katherine handed her a bowl and they both moved to the dining table. Agatha pushed the banana pieces down through the yoghurt and into the milk and cereal.
‘I don’t know about the accident,’ Katherine said, as she too moved the banana around the bowl.
‘Really?’ Agatha’s voice was surprised. ‘Nell didn’t tell you?’
‘No.’ Katherine paused. ‘Do you want to tell me?’
‘It was a long time ago. I only remember bits.’
Katherine waited, taking a mouthful of cereal and chewing slowly. Agatha did the same. Another spoonful, then another.
Finally, Agatha said, ‘When I was seven and a half, in Grade 2, my sister, Nora, was five and she’d just started Prep. Mum would make us breakfast and pack our lunchboxes every day. She would walk us to school every day. She used to love wearing this one summer dress – it was white with flowers on it. I remember that dress.’ Agatha took another mouthful. She could picture her mother in that dress out in their garden, where she would set up a picnic for them on balmy summer nights. Agatha could hear her mother’s laugh and see her dad arriving home from work, taking off his tie, his shoes and socks, and joining the picnic. ‘She would talk to the other mums at the gate and do parent helper stuff, you know, like read in the classrooms and go on excursions. I remember her coming on the bus when my class went to the aquarium. I remember all of that, Katherine.’
‘She sounds like a good mum, Agatha.’
‘She was.’
‘What happened?’
Agatha took a deep breath, put her spoon in her bowl and sat back in her chair. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail, twisted it around, tugged it to the side of her face, before letting it go and finally placing both hands on the table, as if bracing herself.
‘My sister and me, we were waiting at the front of the school. Mum was there, but she was talking to some other mums about something. Baking, I think.’
Agatha could still hear her father’s voice. ‘What do you mean you were talking about cakes?’
‘It happened so fast ... ’
‘Cakes?! I can’t believe you were talking about cakes!’
‘I thought she was with Agatha ... ’
Katherine put her hand onto Agatha’s. ‘What happened?’
‘Nora – she ran ahead. I called out to Mum, but she didn’t hear me. I told Nora to stop. She just kept laughing – she always laughed when we played chasey. But we weren’t playing. I remember her backpack bouncing around as she ran.’
Katherine’s hand tightened on Agatha’s. ‘Go on,’ she said softly.
‘I called out to Mum again and this time she turned and saw Nora running. She yelled to her, but Nora wouldn’t stop. She kept on laughing. I ran after her. Mum did too. There was another mum near me putting her kids in her car, and she started to run towards Nora too. Someone shouted.’
Katherine felt Agatha’s hand turn over and their fingers entwined. This time, it was Agatha’s grip that tightened.
‘Nora was looking back at me and laughing and that’s when she ran onto the road. It happened so fast. She was there and then she disappeared. The other mum grabbed me and turned me around. She hugged me tight. I remember her saying, “Oh, no, no, no, don’t look, honey, stay with me ... “She smelt like Summer Flowers ... you remember that perfume? It’s odd that I remember that. Mum used to wear it too. Then Mum ran past me towards Nora. I could hear her scream out her name, Katherine. I still can.’
‘Nora! Nora!’
Katherine lowered her head and placed her other hand onto Agatha’s, both hands hugging hers. She didn’t say anything; she didn’t need to.
‘The rest is a blur. There were people everywhere. The other mum put me in the front seat of her car and stayed with me. An ambulance came. I remember different people talking about who would look after me, because Mum was with Nora. I went to someone’s house. I remember no one really talking to me, just lots of hushed voices. Then Dad turned up. It was dark by then and he said we were going home, that Mum was waiting at home. I remember his face being all red and puffy, but he didn’t look at me.’
Agatha let go of Katherine’s hands and got up. She went to the kitchen and returned with a glass of water. As she walked back, she used the bottom of her t-shirt to wipe her face.
She sat down again, but this time, after having a sip of water, she folded her arms in front of her. Katherine kept leaning forwards, resting her hands on the table.
‘I remember Dad asking me, when we got home, “Why didn’t you hold her hand, Agatha?” I couldn’t answer him. Nora always held our hands when we walked to and from school. She had one of us on each side. But I didn’t usually hold Nora’s hand while we were waiting, Mum did. I didn’t know I was meant to hold her hand, Katherine, I really didn’t. If they had told me to, I would have done it. I wouldn’t have let go.’
‘I know you would have, sweetheart. It was an accident.’
Agatha shrugged. ‘That’s when it all started. After Nora’s funeral, Mum wouldn’t leave the house for a long time. People brought food and stuff, so she didn’t need to. I remember other mums would take me to school, but that was only for a while. I suppose there’s a rule about how long you help people for. So, after that I had to walk myself. Mum never came back to that school, ever.’
Katherine got up and turned on the kettle, got out teacups. She stood at the counter and watched Agatha.
‘Dad kept going to work for a long time, but then he stopped going. I remember he would get angry that the house was messy, that the washing up wasn’t getting done. It happened so slowly, the change, that it wasn’t really noticeable. I mean, I notice it now, but back then, it was only one little pile, then another ... ’
Katherine looked at the clock. 7:32 am. The kettle boiled and switched itself off.
‘By the time I got to Grade 6, it was out of control. I remember the house was so full of stuff that when the washing machine broke down, Mum wouldn’t let anyone in, you know, to fix it. So, it stayed broken. I remember taking my school clothes to the neighbour when it first broke, and using their machine. But there’s only so many times you can do that before they get annoyed and there’s only so many times you can go to school in dirty clothes before everyone teases you. But the teasing had started a long time before that.’
Katherine returned to the table with two cups of tea.
‘So, you stopped going to school,’ Katherine said.
Agatha nodded. ‘And that’s when social services got involved and a whole lot of people, before Nell, started coming to the house. Each time they did, things just got worse. They would come in and remove stuff and that would just send Mum into a panic. She would disappear day after day, each time returning with stuff she had found – junk, really. And the piles would start all over again.’
‘What happened this last time, for Nell to get involved?’
‘This is not the first time I’ve been removed from them, Katherine. It happens a couple of times a year. It was because of school. I’ve hardly been since the end of Grade 6, and because I’m meant to be at high school, things got brought up again.’ Agatha shrugged and took a sip from her cup. ‘I don’t like school, Katherine – any school.’
‘I’m just curious, Agatha. If you have been in other home placements, why did you come back to me?’
‘You weren’t the first one who said I was welcome back, but you were the first one who gave me a way to get back. I figured that you meant it. People say a lot of things, but they hardly ever mean it.’
‘I did. I still do.’
‘And that’s why I couldn’t leave last night.’
‘You went to where I would find you.’
‘I hoped you would.’
‘It’s zero seven fifty-one hours,’ Katherine stated.
‘Yep. School. I know.’
‘We have more to talk about,’ Katherine said, ‘but it doesn’t all have to be today. We have time. Lots of time.’
‘I’m glad I told you. I really thought you knew everything.’
The two got up and put their bowls and cups in the dishwasher. Agatha picked up the dishcloth and wiped down the bench.
‘Why don’t you get your suitcase and we’ll unpack it together?’ Katherine said. ‘Then I’ll make your lunch, while you get changed.’
Agatha stopped in the doorway to the hall, turned and came back to Katherine. For the next few moments, she hugged Katherine, her eyes closed and her arms wrapped tightly around her waist, and pictured her mother hugging her, in her white floral dress.




At 8:47 am, Katherine pulled into a parking space in front of the school reception. There were other students hurrying along the paths, knowing, like Agatha, that the Home Group bell had just gone.
Agatha twisted her fingers in her lap.
‘If you want me to, I’ll wait here for a while,’ Katherine said.
Agatha shrugged. ‘No, that’s okay. If I know you’re here I might not get to class.’
Katherine leaned across and placed her hand over Agatha’s twisting fingers. ‘Just remember to keep your head up. I think you’re incredibly brave.’ Agatha looked at Katherine, not believing what she’d just said. Katherine nodded. ‘Really, I do.’
Agatha’s hands stopped twisting. She got out of the car, grabbing her schoolbag from the foot of her seat. ‘You’ll be here? After school?’
‘Yes. I’ll be here.’
Katherine watched Agatha head along the path and into the long grey building. She disappeared, and apart from a few late students running to get to where they were supposed to be, the school grounds were empty.
Katherine turned on the engine and pulled away, checking her review mirror several times along the long school driveway.

There was the clatter of locker doors shutting and students dodging quickly past each other as Agatha walked at a steady pace. By the time she approached her locker, no one else was around. The bell had finished ringing, so she was now officially late.
She surprised herself by getting the combination lock open on the first go. Agatha chuckled to herself, as she remembered Tully telling her yesterday that it usually takes everyone ages to master their combination locks. ‘Not me,’ Agatha said to herself.
‘You’re here!’ Agatha turned to see Mr Brown looking directly at her through the open Home Group door, his face welcoming, as if he was happy to see her. ‘Trouble with your lock?’
Agatha nodded. ‘I couldn’t get it open.’
‘Don’t worry about that. Everyone has trouble at first. You’ll be right after a couple of days. Got everything?’ He had a smile on his face, as he motioned her into the classroom.
Agatha took a deep breath and, closing her locker, she walked into the room. The seat she sat in yesterday was still empty, so she walked towards it. Tully was sitting exactly where she’d sat yesterday too. Agatha kept her eyes to the ground. She didn’t want to see Tully’s face. Faces told her everything she needed to know.
She carefully placed her books on the desk and sat down. Then, reminding herself to keep her head up, she raised her chin, just slightly, and looked at Mr Brown.
Ignoring the fact that he had a chair to sit on, Mr Brown took up his position on the edge of his desk again. He checked the attendance roll and then picked up a piece of paper from behind him.
‘Okay, folks, here we all are again, and I see there’s been a change made for our group.’
Agatha sighed. Rita had been wrong yesterday evening when she’d said, ‘I doubt they’ll move you, Agatha. Imagine if schools had to move a child from a class every time a parent complained!’ But it seemed Tully’s mum did have the power to move her out of Tully’s class.
Agatha put her hands on the small pile of workbooks in front of her, ready to leave as soon as the announcement was made. She lowered her head.
‘After recess,’ Mr Brown said, ‘you folks are meant to have Health, then Science Theory.’ There was a small groan from the class at the mention of Science Theory. It was quickly becoming the least favourite class.
‘Hang on, hang on, I said “meant to”. However, just for today, you’re going to have a double Science Practical instead. And for those of you who have been waiting to make some chemicals explode, well, this just might be your chance.’ As Mr Brown smiled at the excited group, Agatha let out the breath she’d been holding in.
‘Okay, folks, settle down ... ’ Mr Brown held up his hand. ‘I need a quick word with Agatha and Tully before you all go.’
‘You guys are in trouble,’ someone called out.
‘Hey, you don’t know me, but that’s not my style,’ Mr Brown said. ‘If you’re in some trouble, I’m not telling you in front of all of Home Group, so just relax.’
Hearing Mr Brown say that didn’t help Agatha relax. She had heard teachers say all sorts of things over the years to cover up the serious conversations they wanted to have with students. Agatha approached Mr Brown at the same time as Tully, but she avoided glancing at Tully’s face. Agatha didn’t want to know whatever she would read on her face.
‘How you two doing?’ Mr Brown asked quietly.
‘Fine,’ Tully responded cheerfully.
‘Fine,’ said Agatha, aware that Tully was looking at her, but not being brave enough to look back.
‘Okay, so there’s a message here from Mrs Sloane.’ He looked back down at the piece of paper. ‘She says to tell you that whatever happens outside the school doesn’t come inside the school. She says she thought the two of you looked like you were getting along really well yesterday, which I agree with, and she hopes that continues. Got it?’
‘Absolutely, Mr Brown,’ said Tully, as she grabbed hold of Agatha’s arm. ‘That’s great, don’t you think, Agatha?’
‘I’m not sure I ...’
Mr Brown leaned in closer. ‘Agatha, you’re not moving classes and you’re not banned from being friends with anyone. While you are here at school, you and Tully can be friends with whoever you please, and that includes each other. Now, what happens when you folks leave the school grounds, well, we have no control over that. Does that make more sense?’
Agatha nodded her head, smiled and turned to Tully, who was still holding her arm. Tully’s eyes were wide open and her smile went right across her face. ‘We can be friends, Agatha!’
‘Right, now that’s all settled, you two can get on with things,’ Mr Brown said, and just as he finished, the bell rang for everyone to move to their first class. ‘Have a good day, folks, and don’t forget, double Science Prac after the recess break.’
As Agatha walked past him, with her books in her arms and a smile on her face, Mr Brown said, ‘I’m glad you came back today, Agatha. You belong here.’
‘I know, Mr Brown, I know.’




There was no time to talk during the first two classes. The English teacher read the term’s novel, Blueback – ‘another Tim Winton classic,’ she called it – for the entire session, telling them when to underline quotes and asking them to explain what passages might mean. Then they had to hurry to Technology, which happened to be at the other side of the school, sending the group into a walking half-run to get there before the start bell.
Finally, back at the lockers at the recess break, Tully stood next to Agatha while she put her books away and took out the banana sandwich Katherine had packed for recess.
‘Sounds awful,’ Agatha had said that morning in the kitchen.
‘Just give it a go. I think you’ll love it. It’s even better when it’s toasted with a bit of melted chocolate, but that’s a winter treat. One of Lawson’s favourites, especially after we’ve been out sailing,’ Katherine had replied.
‘The others are waiting at the tree,’ Tully said.’
Do they know, about your mum?’
‘I tell them everything, Agatha ... well, most things. I told them about meeting you on the train and then you disappearing. I think if you trust me, then you can trust them. I only keep friends I can trust.’
Agatha hesitated. She wanted to talk to Tully, to explain, but she didn’t want an audience.
‘Come on. It’ll be fine.’ Tully’s encouraging voice and smile reassured Agatha, but there was a small part of her that wanted to run away. A small but determined part.
They walked to where the others were waiting, already eating and talking at the same time. ‘Okay, Tully, tell us everything. Hi, Agatha,’ Cora said, as she shuffled along the bench so that Tully could sit down. Agatha stayed standing.
‘What’s in your sandwich, Agatha?’ Morgan asked, already finished her food and wiping a few remaining crumbs from her dress.
‘Don’t go near, Agatha! She eats dirt sandwiches.’
‘She lives in a dirt house, with dirt parents ... ’
‘Banana.’
‘Yum. With honey?’
‘No. Not this time.’
‘Are you going to eat it all?’
Agatha handed half of her sandwich to Morgan. ‘Thanks. You’re the best, Agatha.’
‘So? What happened?’ Cora asked again.
‘Nothing,’ said Tully. ‘Mr Brown said we could be friends at school and that was it.’
‘What about your mum?’ Morgan said, still chewing on some banana sandwich.
Agatha looked at Tully, waiting for an answer. ‘ What about your mum, Tully?’ she thought to herself.
Tully shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Right now, I just want to think about what we could be doing in Science. Our first experiment!’ She winked at Agatha.
‘I wish I was in your class,’ said Morgan. ‘We have to wait till tomorrow, don’t we, Cora?’
‘Next year, we should see if we can all be in the same class, the four of us,’ Cora said.
The friends walked towards their lockers to get their books. The news of the science experiment had spread, so even those students not doing it until tomorrow were already excited. There was a buzz in the corridor.
‘We can talk later, at lunch, maybe,’ Tully half whispered to Agatha. Agatha nodded. She didn’t want to talk to Tully at all, not about what her mum had said.
When the class arrived at the science lab, it didn’t look set up any differently. The tables were empty of equipment and the teacher, Ms Faber, was standing at the front, holding a bunch of white papers.
‘I bet this is a dumb test or something,’ said Jax. ‘What do you think Ag—ahhh—tharr?’
‘No kidding, Jax. Cut it out!’ Tully said.
‘Okay, everyone. You have your prac partners. Would one from each pair please come up and get the design brief for this experiment?’
‘I’ll go,’ said Tully. ‘You get our seat.’
Within minutes, the two were scanning the paper. The experiment was going to take place in the gym. A hush had fallen over the class as the students read what was about to happen. When Agatha looked up, she saw that Ms Faber had moved to the door of the lab. ‘Okay, when you’re ready, bring your books and your partner and come to the door.’
The hush disappeared as the excitement grew. ‘It’s a race – a competition,’ someone said.
‘We’ve got this. I know how to make ours the best.’
Agatha looked at Tully, who was still reading, and they fell in at the back of the line. ‘What do you think?’ Tully asked.
‘I’ve never done anything like this before, but I think we can do it.’
Ms Faber walked along the corridor and the class followed, leaving the building and stepping into the bright mid-morning sun. As they walked towards the imposing gym, the conversation grew louder and louder.
Once inside, the students gathered at the end of the gym. ‘As you can see, there are witches’ hats placed along the side. You and your partner will be placed at one of the hats ... ’ Ms Faber’s explanation was interrupted by the pairs of students immediately talking among themselves as to which hat they wanted. ‘Quiet, please. I will place you, so you don’t have to make that decision now.’
Ms Faber moved to the side of the group. ‘At the other end of the gym, on those tables, is everything you will need and some other items for those of you who like to think outside the square.’
‘That’s me!’ someone said.
‘No, you are a square,’ came a retort and others laughed. Agatha remained silent and still.
‘So, you need to follow the design brief, choose the equipment you will need and complete the task. We have done a lot of work on how to write up a report and set out an experiment, so that is your assignment. I suggest you take all the notes you can while you work, and you and your partner will submit a joint report to me next week. Any questions?’
‘What do we have to do?’ came a voice from the back.
‘You need to reread the design brief, talk to your partner and if you are both still unsure, then you can come and talk to me. Okay, everyone, one pair at a time and I’ll give you a position.’
The students began to move towards Ms Faber, except for Agatha. She stayed still.
‘Come on, Agatha,’ Tully said encouragingly.
‘We can’t be partners, Tully.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘This is a homework assignment. We can’t be partners because your mum doesn’t want us to be friends, remember?’
Tully looked over towards Ms Faber. They were the last pair to be placed. ‘We can’t change now. Everyone has started.’
Agatha’s hands were tightening around her books. She could feel herself beginning to panic. She could leave now, run, but then Tully would be alone. She didn’t know what to do.
‘Are you two ready?’ Ms Faber was right beside Tully.
‘Agatha?’ Tully was looking at her.
Ms Faber stepped in front of Agatha. In a hushed tone, she said, ‘Whatever it is in your mind right now, I want you to breathe in, nice and slow. In through your nose and out through your mouth. Slowly. That’s right.’
Agatha followed Ms Faber’s instructions, which were just what Katherine would say. She felt herself calming down, felt her mind calming down. Maybe it was the breathing, maybe it was the coolness of the gym or maybe it was Ms Faber’s voice. Whatever it was, Agatha felt the tightness in her chest begin to subside.
‘Good. Well done,’ Ms Faber said softly. ‘There’s a lunchtime relaxation club you should think about joining. A lot of the senior students do it, but it’s open to everyone. Even the teachers go sometimes.’
Agatha was puzzled by Ms Faber. Usually people asked her a lot of questions: ‘What’s wrong?’, ‘What’s happened?’, ‘Tell me why?’ But not Ms Faber.
‘Now, I think you two should get down to the last hat, read over the design brief and get to work. Whatever it is, Agatha, that is causing you to hesitate, we can work it out later. Okay?’
Agatha looked at Ms Faber. She knew from her face exactly who Ms Faber was. She smiled. ‘Okay, I’m ready.’
Ms Faber put her hand on Agatha’s shoulder. ‘Great! Now, here’s a tip: less is more.’
‘What does that mean?’ Tully said, as the pair headed to the final hat and placed their books down beside it. ‘Less is more?’
Agatha looked around at the others, some carrying heaps of items back to their positions. ‘I think I know, Tully. Let’s go!’ With the brief in her hand, Agatha lead Tully to the table, for once excited that she was in charge of what happened next.




‘Are you ready?’ Ms Faber stood at the end of the gym, close to the tables and to Tully and Agatha. ‘We will soon see who has the fastest design.’
Agatha was at their hat, with one hand holding the end of the fishing line and the other clasping the neck of the blown-up balloon. Tully was on the other side of the gym, holding the other end of the fishing line.
As Agatha looked down her side of the gym, some of the other pairs held the beginning end really high while their partner’s end was really low, creating a downward angle.
‘Less is more,’ Agatha had whispered to Tully. ‘Let’s keep ours close to straight, at only a small angle.’ They had also resisted adding the decorations that had been on offer. Some of the other pairs had covered their balloons in thin streamers, imagining that they would fly behind, or had added paper wings. One pair had created a shark out of their balloon, teeth and all.
Agatha and Tully’s had nothing added. They had kept their balloon simple, using the least amount of tape possible to attach it and only having one test run, to make sure everything stayed together.
‘Yours looks boring,’ Jax called out to Agatha. He held his up so that everyone could see it. He and his partner had added a long rocket point to the front of their balloon. ‘It says “whoever gets there first”, so we’ve made sure it’ll be us.’ There were also parts of egg cartons added to the back, to look like rocket boosters.
‘They won’t win. That is a bad design,’ the boy standing next to Agatha said. Arnold and his partner had hardly spoken to the others during the design phase, and kept their balloon covered, as if they were on a secret mission. When he stood up next to Agatha, she saw that their two designs were very similar. ‘Our designs are similar. This will be a real competition. What angle are you holding your line on?’
‘I don’t think I will tell you that,’ Agatha said, with a slight grin.
Arnold smiled at her. ‘Fair enough. Let the games begin.’
‘Alright, everyone. It’s time.’ The teams took up their positions, the lines pulled tight. Ms Faber moved to the finishing line, so she could see who would come first.
‘Ready ... set ... go!’
The silence of the start was replaced with the cheering of the teams. Agatha watched their design fly across the gym, with Arnold’s right beside. It didn’t take long for their balloons to reach the other side.
Both Tully and Arnold’s prac partner, Val, jumped excitedly, each thinking they had won. Agatha ran to Tully and both looked expectantly at Ms Faber. ‘That was too close to call,’ Ms Faber said. ‘I think both teams have five minutes to revise their design and strategies, and we will race again.’
‘What about me?’ called out Jax, holding his balloon in his hand, the front cone having come loose and stopped the balloon mid-flight. ‘I want to have another go.’
‘Only these two, Jax. No one else’s design came close to beating them. The rest of the teams can pack up and quickly write down your observations of your flight. You will need the detail for your assignments.’
‘That’s not fair,’ Jax mumbled, just loud enough for others to hear. Taking their cue from Ms Faber, everyone ignored him.
‘Come on, Agatha,’ Tully said, heading back across the gym with their deflated balloon. ‘What could we do to make it lighter?’
Agatha had caught a glimpse of Arnold and Val’s design. Both balloons were so similar that she didn’t see how it could be changed. ‘It’s not the design, Tully. It’s the angle of the line and how tight it is,’ she whispered, not wanting Arnold to overhear their strategy.
‘Okay, teams, time to race again,’ Ms Faber was in the middle of the gym. ‘I want the other teams to gather around on each side.’
Most of the students went to the finishing end. The tension in the gym started to rise and cheering began for both teams. Ms Faber positioned herself so she could see Tully’s and Val’s hands. She raised her arm. ‘Ready ... ’
Agatha pulled their line tighter and lowered her hand, so its angle was almost flat. She glanced over at Arnold, who was doing almost the exact same thing. ‘Success is in the angle and tension,’ he said to her.
‘Set ...’
Agatha looked down the line and saw Tully’s face staring right back at her. ‘We’ve got this,’ Tully’s expression said to Agatha.
‘Go!’
The next few seconds seemed to pass in slow motion. Agatha let go of the neck of the balloon and pulled back on the line. She watched their balloon race across the gym, with Arnold’s right next to it. The students on either side were jumping up and down, cheering the balloon rockets along. The sound blurred. Agatha couldn’t make out any of the words. Finally, Ms Faber’s arm raised again, as she declared a winner.
‘Well done,’ Arnold said, patting her on the shoulder.
‘Who won?’
‘You did. Just. Come on!’
They raced across the gym in time to see Ms Faber hold up her hands to show the difference at the finish line. It was barely a few centimetres. ‘Great work, both teams, really clever work. Arnold, can you tell us a design tip?’
‘We kept our balloon really simple. Ms Faber’s decorations were tempting, but in reality, the more decorations added, the greater the weight, therefore the slower the speed.’
‘Excellent tip. And Agatha, do you have a tip?’
Agatha hesitated. All of the others had gathered around and were now listening to her, focused on her.
‘She doesn’t have one,’ Jax said mockingly.
‘I think you would be wise to listen, Jax,’ said Ms Faber. ‘Considering your design didn’t make it to the end, now is the time to get some ideas.’
There was a murmering in the gathered group. Jax folded his arms and scowled.
‘Less is more, Ms Faber,’ Agatha said. ‘Just like Arnold said, less in the design and also less in the angle. Keep the line as tight as possible, all the way to the end.’
‘Excellent, Agatha. Rightio, everyone. You have a couple of tips from the winning teams, so you now have a few minutes to rethink your design and get ready to race again.’
The gym came alive with pre-race excitement and Agatha found herself surrounded by others wanting advice on their design. She looked for Tully, but she was also being questioned, as were Val and Arnold.
When the teams settled into their positions, preparing for their second race, Tully and Agatha readjusted the tape on their balloon. ‘That was just the best,’ Tully said. ‘You’re so smart, Agatha, to think about the angle and stuff.’
Agatha felt her chest tighten, her throat become dry. She moved the strands of hair that had fallen onto her face behind her ear and kept her eyes on the balloon.
‘Are you okay? What did I say?’ Tully whispered.
‘People have called me a lot of names, but never smart.’
‘Well, I think you are.’
Agatha shrugged.
‘Well done, to both of you,’ Ms Faber said, breaking the silence between them. ‘I’m really looking forward to reading your assignment.’ She moved on to speak with Arnold and Val.
‘How are we going to do the assignment?’ Agatha asked Tully, a sudden feeling of dread coming over her. She pictured Tully’s mum on Katherine’s doorstep again, demanding Agatha keep away from Tully.
‘We’ll figure it out,’ Tully replied. ‘We can work on it here at school. We’ll find a way.’
Agatha didn’t have the same confidence that Tully seemed to have. She had had years of parents coming between her and anything to do with their children. Agatha knew how this was going to end.
Ms Faber called for the teams to line up for the final chance to race before the lunch break. Agatha looked down the start line at the row of simple balloon designs. Only one team was missing.
Jax sat on the floor at the side of the gym, alone. His partner had joined another team. Agatha knew what it was like to sit out because no one wanted her on their team. She couldn’t imagine why Jax would want to sit himself out.
Arnold saw her looking at Jax. ‘If he can’t win, he won’t play. He’s always been like that.’
‘If he doesn’t play, then he can’t win,’ she said.
Arnold just shrugged.
Agatha looked back down the line, lowered its angle and pulled it tight.
‘Ready, set, go!’




Cora and Morgan listened to every detail of the balloon race.
‘That’s unbelievable that you beat Arnold. He is, like, the Science brain of brains.’
‘It was all Agatha’s idea,’ said Tully. ‘She was the one who figured out about the angle and stuff.’
Agatha could feel her face heat up and become red. Cora, Morgan and Tully were looking at her, wide-eyed, as if waiting for her to say something. She just shrugged.
‘Well, now we know what to do tomorrow, when we have Science,’ Morgan said.
‘Uh-uh. Ms Faber said each class is getting a different challenge.’ Tully was still smiling over their win. ‘We should get started on our report, Agatha. Write up our notes or something.’
‘What? Now?’ said Morgan. ‘During lunch?’
‘It’s cooler in the library than out here. What do you think?’ Tully was looking at Agatha.
‘Sure,’ she responded.
A short time later, the two found a quiet place in the library and began to write up their notes. ‘I think,’ said Tully, ‘if I work on the procedure and equipment and you work on the results, then I can type it up over the weekend and we can hand it in next week. What do you think?’
‘Sure.’
‘Agatha, you have hardly said a word since Science and that’s your second “sure”. Is something wrong?’ Tully put the end of her pen in her mouth and looked at Agatha.
‘I just don’t want you to get into trouble with your mum.’
‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll type it up without our names and then, just before we hand it in, we can handwrite our names on it. Easy.’
‘Everything’s easy for you, Tully, isn’t it?’
‘What do you mean?’
Agatha shrugged. ‘Nothing.’
‘No, tell me. What do you mean, everything’s easy for me?’ Tully took the pen out of her mouth and turned fully on the chair to face Agatha.
Don’t mess this up, she’s your only friend! Don’t mess this up!
‘Nothing. Really.’
Tully eyes narrowed. She stared at Agatha for what seemed like ages. ‘Not everything is easy for me. It might look like that, but it’s not really like that. I have stuff going on, but I try not to let it get to me. And I have my dad to talk to. He gets it – he gets me.’
Agatha stayed quiet. She hadn’t had a friendship like this before, so she didn’t know what the right thing was to say or do.
Tully turned back in her chair, picked up her pen and began to write some notes. Agatha did the same.
‘You know,’ Tully said, not looking up from her notes, ‘whatever it is, you can tell me.’
Agatha’s pen stopped, but she kept her eyes on her page. If she told Tully the truth, she might lose her only friend. But if she kept telling her lies and she found out, then she’d definitely lose her. Either way, Agatha was going to lose once again.
She began to write, her pen moving in a slow rhythmic motion across the page. Mid-sentence, she stopped and turned her head slightly, glancing at Tully, who had busied herself ruling up boxes on her page.
‘If I tell you, you won’t understand,’ she said.
Tully kept ruling and without looking up said, ‘I think I would.’
‘No. It’s not something you can understand if I just tell you.’
‘Don’t you trust me?’
‘Yes, Tully, I do.’
‘Then tell me.’ Tully stopped ruling and turned to Agatha. ‘Tell me.’
Agatha shook her head. ‘I can’t tell you. I need to show you.’
Tully’s face changed, a puzzled expression forming. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I have to show you, so you really understand.’
Tully remained silent. Agatha continued, ‘It’s two trains and a bus. I know how to get there and back now.’
As if what Agatha had said was just becoming apparent to Tully, her eyes widened and she nodded her head very slowly. ‘Two trains and a bus.’
‘Yep. But I don’t know how we do that – you know, with your mum and everything.’
Tully continued nodding slowly, her eyes lowered, and then she turned back to her notes, picked up her pen and ruler and continued ruling boxes.
Agatha looked at her, waiting for a response. Maybe this is it, she thought to herself, the end, already. She began to grow impatient. ‘Well?’ she asked Tully.
Tully finished ruling the last line she needed. She turned the page in her notebook and tapped her chin with the end of her pen. ‘Easy.’
‘What?’
‘Two trains and a bus? Easy.’
Agatha took in a deep breath. ‘And when are we going to do it?’
‘Saturday. We’ll go Saturday. In the morning.’
Agatha let out a laugh and then, remembering she was in the library, quickly covered it with her hand. ‘How are we going to go on Saturday?’
‘Well, that part I haven’t quite figured out, but I bet Cora and Morgan will help cover for us. They’ve done it before. We cover for each other all the time.’ Agatha saw a sparkle in Tully’s eyes.
‘Really? I can’t imagine ... ’
‘I have some secrets too, Agatha.’ Tully smiled. ‘We have two days to plan it out and two days to get this assignment finished so we can hand it in next week.’
They got back to work, pens writing quickly, but Agatha’s mind was not on the balloon race. She pictured herself and Tully on the trains and then the bus. Already her chest was beginning to tighten, just thinking about opening the front door and stepping inside. She pictured Tully’s reaction, just like everyone else’s, spreading all over her face. Agatha was regretting what she had said, starting this plan, but it was too late now.
The lunch bell rang to signal its end. Tully and Agatha packed up their books and headed to their lockers. Cora and Morgan were already there, getting out what they needed for their final two classes.
Standing at her locker, Agatha looked over and saw Tully in a tight circle with Cora and Morgan. Cora occasionally glanced over at Agatha while nodding her head, listening to every word Tully was saying. Agatha desperately wanted to know what Tully was saying to them. Maybe she was wrong to trust Tully?
Closing her locker door slowly and turning the combination lock, Agatha waited.
‘All organised,’ Tully said, with Cora and Morgan standing on each side of her. ‘We’re going to go with the same plan we used last time when we had to cover for Cora, so she could go to the city to see some weirdo movie.’
‘It wasn’t a weirdo movie!’ Cora said, her face looking as if she had been offended. ‘I like short films and there was a festival on at Fed Square and I just had to see it. I can’t help it if you two like the more generic type of bland movie.’
‘So that’s me covered, now what about you?’ All three were looking at Agatha.
‘I’m okay. Katherine will let me go.’
‘You’re so lucky to be able to do whatever you want,’ Morgan said. ‘I wish my parents would let me just do whatever, like yours do.’
Agatha shrugged. One look at her parents and she knew Morgan wouldn’t be thinking that she was lucky.
‘So, Saturday it is. I’ll meet you at the station. I can get there around 9:00 am. What about you?’
‘Sure,’ said Agatha.
‘This is so exciting!’ said Morgan, jumping up and down on the spot. ‘I wish we were all going.’
Tully glanced at Agatha. ‘Maybe next time,’ she said.
The bell rang and the four realised they were going to be late for class if they didn’t hurry. Within a few seconds, the corridor was completely empty.




‘Are you sure?’ Katherine had driven Agatha to the train station. It was 8:40 am and they were sitting in her car in the station’s car park.
‘Yeah. I’m sure.’
Agatha had waited until the evening before, Friday night fish and chips on the bench under their tree looking out over the bay, to tell Katherine about the plan. She had decided to tell Katherine everything. The whole plan.
Katherine had wanted to drive them there, take her and Tully so she could be there for Agatha, in case Tully’s reaction wasn’t what Agatha was hoping for. But Agatha had insisted that she go just with Tully. Katherine had reluctantly agreed, on the condition that if anything happened, Agatha would call her and she would come and get her. ‘Tully has a mobile phone,’ Agatha had said. ‘I’ll let you know what happens.’
When the bus pulled up across the street, Agatha waited until she saw Tully get off and cross the road before she got out of the car. At the last moment, Katherine leaned over and took hold of Agatha’s arm. ‘Remember, whatever happens, Chief and I will be waiting for you.’
Agatha nodded and smiled. ‘I know.’
Agatha met Tully at the entrance to the station and without looking back, the two walked in together.
‘Do you remember the day we met on the train, when it was raining?’ Agatha asked Tully, as they headed to the platform for city bound trains.
‘Yeah. Why?’
‘You asked your dad if you could go on the trains by yourself and he said “one day”, and now you are doing it.’
‘Technically I’m not by myself, so it’s not like I’m breaking a rule or something.’ Tully let out a laugh. ‘Actually, I’m breaking so many rules!’ Her hands flew up to her face as she pretended to be shocked. It made Agatha laugh.
Both had small backpacks with water bottles and snacks. Katherine had insisted that Agatha have enough food for the day. And she hadn’t queried why Agatha needed to take a whole packet of gingernut biscuits. Katherine had also given her extra ‘just in case’ money, although Agatha wasn’t sure what that really meant.
When the train arrived, they both got on to a half-full carriage, finding a seat near a family who were also travelling into the city. Their excitement about the trip hadn’t subsided, not even close, but the rocking motion of the train calmed Agatha, just as it had done on that first trip.
Being an express train, they reached Flinders Street station in less than forty minutes. Arriving into the heart of the city was a thrill for Tully. She walked next to Agatha with a spring in her step, and was talking so quickly that Agatha couldn’t catch every word. She led the way through the maze of people to the platform that they needed for the train to Greensward. The large sign that hung over the platform showed the times and stops for the next train. They would have to wait a few minutes.
‘Which is your stop again?’
‘Greensward,’ Agatha said, not missing the flicker of concern that had passed over Tully’s face.
‘Right. Greensward. Okay.’ Tully turned her head away, as if looking around for something. But Agatha could read faces. She knew what Tully’s said. Greensward was no longer a ‘nice’ part of town.
‘We can go back if you want.’
‘What? No. I just realised I hadn’t asked you where you actually lived, that’s all.’
‘We can go back, Tully.’
Tully moved so that she stood right in front of Agatha, looking directly into her eyes. ‘Really, it’s fine.’
The train trip from Flinders to Greensward took only twenty-four minutes. The two friends sat side by side in silence.
Once they arrived, Agatha pointed to the exit. ‘The bus is through there.’
Tully nodded. ‘Okay. Nearly there.’
Agatha noted the cheerful Tully had disappeared.
They weren’t the only ones waiting for a bus. When it finally came, the door in the middle opened and people tumbled off as the door at the front opened and everyone waiting bustled in. There were no double seats left for Agatha and Tully to sit together, but they managed to sit a few seats apart; Agatha next to a young man who was reading something on his phone and Tully next to a plump elderly woman who was taking up more than her half of the seat.
As the bus weaved its way through the suburban streets, Agatha kept an eye on the passing buildings and street names. ‘Next stop,’ she mouthed to Tully, who nodded.
By the time they stepped off the bus, they had been travelling for just over an hour and a half. The morning sun was already strong; the heat of the day was going to settle in early. Under the shade of the bus stop, Tully looked in both directions along the busy road. ‘Which way?’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Stop asking me that, Agatha. I’ve had plenty of chances to change my mind and I haven’t. So which way?’
Agatha pointed along the road. ‘That way. A couple of blocks, then we turn to the left. A few more streets and we’re there.’
‘Okay. Let’s go.’ Tully adjusted her backpack and started walking in the direction Agatha had pointed. Agatha remained glued to the spot.
Tully stopped and turned back. ‘Have you changed your mind?’
Agatha shook her head. ‘No. I mean, yes, a thousand times. But no.’ She stepped forward, closer to Tully. ‘I just ... ’
‘What?’
‘I just ... doesn’t matter. Whatever happens, happens.’
‘Come on.’ Tully smiled and threaded her arm through Agatha’s. ‘Whatever it is, it will be fine. Really.’
‘That’s easy for you to say.’
‘Exactly. Easy.’
A few blocks along, a left turn, then a right. Agatha stopped at the end of her street.
‘Pendula Place. Is this it?’ Tully asked.
Agatha nodded. ‘Number seventeen.’
Somewhere along their walk, their arms had dropped from being entwined. Tully rethreaded her arm. ‘Okay. Nearly there. That side?’ She pointed to the other side, at house number one.
‘That side.’
Arm in arm, they stepped onto the street and crossed. As they walked along the narrow footpath lined with cars, Tully noticed that the houses all looked very similar. Some had small gardens, some with different-coloured stones covering the space where the lawn would have been. Apart from the odd slanting mailbox and bins that seemed to live permanently by the front gate, the houses looked neat and tidy.
‘Nine, eleven, thirteen, fifteen ... seventeen. Is this it?’ Tully and Agatha stood at the front gate.
‘Yep. This is where I live ... when I’m not with Katherine, I mean.’
Tully looked down the street. ‘It looks the same as the others.’
‘On the outside.’
Agatha stepped through the gate and along the short path to the verandah. It was when she reached the front door that she remembered she didn’t have her key. She turned to Tully. ‘I don’t have my key. Wait here. I’ll go around the back and let you in.’
‘I’ll come with you.’
‘No, wait here.’
Agatha hopped off the verandah and disappeared around the side of the house. Tully was left all on her own. She looked around to see if there was anyone else nearby. It was then that she saw a woman in the house across the street looking straight at her, from her front window.
‘Come on, Agatha,’ she whispered to herself. She looked back at the house and the woman had gone. Tully let out a sigh of relief.
The sound of the locks clicking on the front door gave Tully a fright. She jumped a little and sucked in a deep breath of warm air. When Agatha’s face appeared in the small opening, Tully smiled, seemingly pleased to see her friend. ‘What took you so long?’
‘You’ll see.’ Agatha stepped back and opened the door halfway, which was as wide as it would go. Tully turned back and looked at the house across the street again. The woman was back, and this time she was shaking her head, her face covered with worry. Tully thought she saw her mouth the word, ‘No’.
Tully paused, then, turning her body sideways, stepped in through the door.




Agatha had never seen her house through anyone else’s eyes, just her own. She could only imagine what Tully was thinking, although she tried hard not to. The more time Agatha spent with Katherine, or at Rita’s, the more she could see that what was before her now was far from normal. She lowered her head as Tully took a couple of steps in. Thankfully, Agatha thought to herself, Tully wasn’t saying anything.
‘Follow me,’ Agatha said in a soft voice, as if speaking loudly would cause an avalanche of years of newspapers and junk mail to cascade over them. They both inched their way, sideways, along the hall, until Agatha reached her bedroom. ‘This is my room.’
The door opened nearly fully, but it was immediately apparent that in the week that Agatha had been away, her room no longer belonged solely to her.
The plastic containers that had been neatly organised by the last clean-up crew had been opened, and the contents strewn across the floor and onto her bed. Agatha knew that this was the result of her mother finding out she was not returning. She stepped over a plastic shopping bag filled with children’s DVDs that her mother must have found at the op shop a block away.
Tully stood in the doorway. ‘This is your room?’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘Where are all your ... ’ Tully stopped, as if overwhelmed by what she was seeing.
‘It was a bit cleaner before I left, but after that, well, my mum ... she doesn’t like it when I go away ... when someone takes me away.’ Agatha looked at the bags of clothes that had begun a new pile at the foot of her bed. ‘Come on,’ she said.
Agatha moved past Tully and again, turning sideways, inched her way down the hall. Tully was close behind. ‘This is the sitting room,’ Agatha announced, stepping carefully from one bare patch of worn carpet to the next. She looked at the sofa. Her little spot for watching TV was now under a new pile of shopping bags, filled with brightly coloured clothes that she didn’t recognise. ‘I used to have a spot at that end of the sofa.’
‘What’s with all the kid’s clothes and toys?’ Tully remarked, as she scanned the entire room. ‘And the plates and ... ’ Her voice trailed away. There were simply too many things to list.
Agatha moved to the sofa, picked up one of the plastic bags, turned it around in her hand, then dropped it back onto the pile. ‘I’ll show you the kitchen,’ she said, not answering Tully’s question. Again, stepping carefully into empty spots on the floor, Agatha moved further into the house. She was aware that Tully had stopped speaking.
The smell of the kitchen reached them before they reached it. The clean kitchen the crew had left was hardly recognisable. There were several shopping bags of food on the kitchen bench, in amongst cardboard boxes of odd shoes, broken plastic kids’ toys and general rubbish.
The heat of summer combined with no air conditioning had started to decay the food and it stunk.
‘I can’t stay in here,’ Tully said, through hands now covering her face. She turned and walked towards the back door, towards fresh air.
Agatha couldn’t stay either. It surprised her how in only a week, she had lost her ability to tolerate the smell. She quickly followed Tully.
They both reached the back door at the same time. ‘My parents are out here,’ Agatha said.
Tully froze and shook her head. ‘I can’t.’
‘Please, Tully.’
It seemed like Tully was taking forever to decided what she was going to do. Finally, she nodded. ‘Okay.’
As they stepped through the screen door that was only partially covered with screen, Agatha said, ‘Mum, Dad, I’m here to get a few things. I have a friend with me.’
Tully moved to stand beside her, but didn’t speak.
Agatha’s parents didn’t look up.
‘Mum,’ Agatha said, stepping closer and kneeling beside her chair. ‘Mum, I’m here for a visit.’
‘Aggie! You’re here! Look, Karl, Aggie’s home.’
Tully just watched the scene unfold before her, not able to move or speak.
‘Aggie, someone has been in your room and taken things. I know, because I’ve been checking everything, haven’t I, Karl? I said I would check.’
‘It’s okay. I moved some things. I can go and check. This is my friend, Tully.’
Tully stepped forward and smiled. Edith didn’t look up. In her hands, she had a ball of wool that she was unwinding and rewinding, smoothing out parts as she went. Beside her, on the ground, was a bag of wool. On the small table on the other side was a growing pile of balls of wool.
Edith moved the wool from her hands and slowly disentangled herself from her seat. Agatha rose from beside her. ‘It’s good to see you, Agatha. Where have you been? To the shops?’
‘No, I’ve been staying with Katherine. Didn’t Nell tell you?’
‘Nell? Nell? Do we know a Nell, Karl?’ Agatha’s dad lifted his head as if he was going to speak, then returned to what he was doing.
‘The social worker, Nell. She said she’d tell you I was going to stay with Katherine for a while. This is Tully. She’s a friend.’
Edith put her wool down and moved closer to Agatha, placing her hands on each side of her face. ‘You are my sweetheart, Agatha.’
‘I know, Mum. This is Tully.’
Without moving her hands from Agatha’s face, Edith blew away a few strands of hair that had fallen to the front of her face and looked Tully up and down. ‘What did you say her name was?’
‘Tully.’
Edith held out one of her hands to Tully, who shook it, then carefully wiped her hand on the back of her shirt.
‘Would you two like something cool to drink? Something to eat?’
‘Thanks, Mum, but we had breakfast before we came. I brought you something.’ Agatha opened her backpack and took out the packet of gingernut biscuits. She held them out in front of her and waited for Edith to take them.
‘For me?’ her mother asked.
‘Yes. They’re your favourites.’
Edith took the packet and gently ran her fingers over it, as if to smooth it out, an impossible task while it remained full of biscuits.
‘Are you going to play in your room for a while then?’ she asked, looking at the packet, rather than at Agatha.
‘Yeah. I want to make sure everything is there,’ Agatha said.
‘Okay, then, I need to ... ’ Edith began to mumble as she turned away. Neither Agatha nor Tully could make out what she was saying. She resumed her seat, placed the packet of biscuits in her lap and picked up the ball of wool, continuing as if she had not been interrupted by their presence.
Agatha moved closer to her father, who was pulling apart a large adding machine he had probably found on hard rubbish day. He had always gone out searching, in the middle of the night, when people put out their hard rubbish for the council to collect the next morning. He hadn’t always gone alone – he’d often taken Agatha with him. They would carry treasures back to the house and then go out for more. They would work together in silence, finding things her father could later tinker with. But in the last year, she had stopped going. He had continued alone, bringing back whatever he could carry on his old trolley: lamps, out-of-date stereos, televisions that no longer worked, even small refrigerators. Anything electrical that could be pulled apart, remodelled, rebuilt or used for spare parts.
‘Hey, Dad.’
‘Agatha,’ he responded softly, but didn’t look up.
Tully stepped closer to Agatha. ‘Maybe we should go to your room ... ’
Agatha nodded. As they went back into the house, Agatha saw Tully raise her hand to pinch her nose. She felt the heat rise up from the pit of her stomach to her face. ‘Let me go first,’ Agatha said. ‘I know the way. Just watch where you step.’
‘I’m watching.’
When they reached Agatha’s room, Tully grabbed her arm. ‘Are we really going into your room?’
Agatha shook her head. ‘No. She thinks we are. But don’t worry, she’s not going to come and check. Well, not today.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘She’ll remember later, maybe tonight or tomorrow, that I was here, and she’ll come looking for me.’
‘What will she do then?’
Agatha shrugged. ‘Search for a while and then get distracted by something and forget she was looking for me.’
In one swift move, Tully threw her arms around Agatha, holding her tight. ‘I’m so sorry, Agatha.’
Agatha was stunned. ‘It’s okay. Really.’
‘No, no, it’s not. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this. I understand now, why you had to get to Katherine that day in the rain. I understand.’
Tully stepped back and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Agatha dropped her head. She could see it now, all over Tully’s face. She could see what other people saw when they’d been inside her house.
‘I have always dreaded coming home, but at the same time I can’t bear leaving. They’re my mum and dad. It’s like I’m trapped.’
Tully nodded.
‘I don’t want to live here, Tully,’ Agatha continued. ‘But I don’t want to leave them either. I don’t know how to fix it – to fix them.’
‘I don’t know what to say, Agatha, really I don’t. Just that ... this doesn’t change anything for me.We’re still friends. Always.’
Agatha realised that for the entire trip she had been waiting for this moment, holding her breath for this moment.
‘So, we can still be friends?’ she asked Tully nervously.
Tully smiled. ‘Of course! Being friends with you, Agatha, is easy.’
Agatha nodded. She turned to her bedroom door and closed it. Without another word, the two made their way, sideways, along the hall to the front door. Once outside, Agatha pulled it gently closed, listening for the lock to click.
‘A bus and two trains,’ Tully said, having a sip of water from the drink bottle she had been carrying in her backpack, then sprinkling some over her hands.
‘Yeah. We can call Katherine from the train, so she knows we’re okay.’
Tully nodded. As they walked to the front gate to head back along Pendula Place, Tully looked over at the house across the street. The woman was still in the window, watching. Seeing the two girls leave, she put her hand to her chest, looked up at the sky and said something Tully couldn’t make out.
Tully shrugged.
As they walked along Pendula Place, Tully heard her phone buzz in her backpack. She pulled it out and stopped dead in her tracks. Agatha got a couple of steps ahead before she realised. ‘What’s wrong?’
Tully’s face had gone white.
‘Tully? What’s wrong?’
‘There’s, like, a hundred missed calls from my mum and a text from Morgan,’ said Tully, looking up from her phone. ‘We’ve been caught. My mum knows we’re here.’




Agatha and Tully sat silently on the train station platform, waiting for the next city bound train. The platform was like a hot wind tunnel. The day had heated up fast and Agatha took the last sip from her water bottle.
They had run from Pendula Place all the way to the bus stop and, hot and flustered, waited impatiently for the next bus. After boarding and enduring its many turns and stops, the bus had finally made it to the station.
They hadn’t said a word since they’d left Agatha’s street.
‘What’s she going to say?’ Agatha finally asked Tully.
Tully shook her head. ‘I don’t know. All Morgan’s text said was that she knows and she’s mad.’
The train arrived and the pair found seats away from the other passengers.
‘Blame me for everything,’ Agatha suggested. ‘Tell her I made you do it. She already thinks I’m no good, so she’ll believe you.’ ‘But you didn’t make me. I wanted to go. I’m not doing that, Agatha. Friends don’t do that.’
‘Yes, they do. You and Cora and Morgan cover for each other all the time.’
‘Yeah, but we don’t let anyone take all the blame. We wouldn’t be friends if we did that.’
Tully passed her the phone. ‘You’d better call Katherine and let her know. She’s going to be at the station and so is my mum.’
Agatha’s eyes widened. She hadn’t thought about Katherine. It hadn’t even occurred to her that Tully’s mum would be angry at Katherine too. Reluctantly, she dialled her number. When Katherine answered, Agatha explained what had happened and where they were. When they finished the conversation, she handed the phone back to Tully. ‘She wants me to text her when we leave Flinders Street. She says not to worry about your mum.’
Tully chuckled. ‘Katherine doesn’t know my mum.’
The swaying of the train carriage and the sound of the metal wheels railing against the metal tracks overtook Agatha’s mind. She picked up her backpack and opened it. Taking out a muesli bar Katherine had packed for her, she opened it, took a small bite and put the bar back in her bag, keeping the wrapper in her hand. She dropped the backpack between her feet again and looked at the wrapper.
Its edges had been dented from being tossed around, and there were a few sesame seeds stuck to the inside. Agatha noticed that the writing wasn’t quite aligned with the sealed edge, as her fingers began to smooth out the corners and work meticulously along. She became so absorbed in what she was doing that she didn’t notice Tully watching every movement.
‘Next stop, Flinders Street,’ a voice said over the crackly speaker. Agatha put the wrapper in the front pocket of her backpack.
It was a slow walk from one platform to the next. Both seemed to have realised that their initial hurry to get home wasn’t going to lessen what was waiting for them.
‘Just our luck,’ said Tully, looking at the departure screen hanging over the platform. ‘The next train is express. Only three stops and then it’s our station.’ She didn’t sound like it was lucky at all.
When they boarded the final train,Tully sent a text to Katherine with the time they would be arriving, and Agatha resumed working on the wrapper she had saved. ‘What are you going to say?’ she asked Tully, without looking up from the wrapper.
‘I’m going to tell the truth. That we decided to go to your place, so you could get a few things. Simple.’
‘What about ... ’
‘What do you want me to say?’ Tully looked at her friend.
‘The whole truth, Tully. She’s going to find out eventually.’
Tully nodded. ‘With my mum, the more you try and hide it, the worse it gets. She hates lying more than anything else. Boy, I’m in big trouble this time. She’s going to ground me for the rest of the year.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘She won’t let me out of my room, except for school, and sport, and family things. Necessary stuff.’
Agatha’s fingers had not stopped working on the wrapper. It was now completely smooth. ‘Better being grounded in your bedroom than mine.’
‘Whatever happens, Agatha, I mean with my mum, it was worth it, you know, today. I’m glad we did it.’ Tully smiled at Agatha, gently bumping her shoulder into hers.
When they stepped off the train at Sandy Vale station, Katherine and Celeste were both there, standing a few feet apart. Katherine had her hands clasped in front of her and, as soon as she saw Agatha, smiled.
Celeste was not so welcoming. With her arms folded, she glared at Agatha and then stepped forward to meet Tully. ‘I’m relieved to see that you are alright, that you’re safe,’ she said to Tully, holding out her hand to take Tully’s backpack. ‘I’m really, really disappointed, Tully, but we’ll talk about it at home. Your father is waiting for us.’ She turned and walked past Katherine without a word, leaving Agatha and Katherine alone on the platform.
‘Well?’ asked Katherine. ‘How did it go?’
‘She looks mad. Mad at me,’ said Agatha, looking past Katherine to the empty doorway Tully and her mum had disappeared through.
‘Mad, yes. At you and me. What about we go to that café next to the pier and have a bite to eat? You can tell me all about it.’
Agatha nodded. She wasn’t really feeling hungry. But despite feeling hot from the midday sun beating down on them, Agatha put her arm around Katherine’s waist as they walked from the station.
The Saturday traffic moved slowly along the main road, and it took a couple of laps of the car park near the pier before they found a place to park. Once inside the café, the cool air and the sight of freshly cooked burgers soon made Agatha’s appetite return. They found a table near the window that gave them a view along the pier and out to the bay.
With a tall glass of iced water already half gone and their order placed for lunch, Agatha told Katherine every detail of the trip. Katherine listened without interrupting.
When she was finished, Agatha asked, ‘So what did Tully’s mum say? At the station?’
‘Well, she came to the house first, looking for Tully. She wasn’t happy about the two of you going, or with me for knowing about it and not telling her. She had tried to call Tully, but she didn’t answer.’
‘I’d told her to put her phone on silent. They scare Mum, mobile phones.’
‘Hmm, well, it didn’t help when Tully didn’t answer. She was really worried. I know I’m not a parent, but I do know how she feels, when you’re out of contact with someone.’ Katherine looked out to the bay. After a moment, she took a deep breath and looked back at Agatha.
‘I think Tully’s in big trouble, and it’s all my fault,’ Agatha said.
‘Her mum said something about her being grounded, but I think Tully will be okay. We’ll have to wait and see.’
‘Did she say anything about me?’
‘Yes. But it’s not ... ’
‘Tell me, Katherine. I want to know.’ Agatha’s fingers moved slowly along the edge of the table, one hand in one direction and back, then the other in the opposite direction. Her eyes followed each hand. She repeated the motion over and over.
‘Agatha, I think you need to remember that ... ’
‘Just tell me.’
‘She doesn’t want you and Tully to be friends. She thinks you’re a bad influence on her, that this trip today was all your idea, that without you Tully would never have done such a thing.’
‘Is that all?’
‘That’s the gist of it.’
Agatha’s hands stopped moving. She folded them on the table and looked at Katherine. ‘Is that what you think?’
Without hesitation, Katherine replied, ‘No. Not even close to what I think.’
Agatha nodded and sat back in her chair. Before their conversation could continue, their orders arrived.
‘Can I get you anything else?’ the waiter asked.
‘No, thanks, we’re fine,’ Katherine replied.
The café was abuzz with the sound of people enjoying Saturday lunch. Laughter wafted over the room from various tables and food continued to stream out of the busy kitchen.
‘What happens next? What about school?’ Agatha asked.
‘Well, I think we should enjoy the rest of the weekend and just see what happens.’
‘I don’t know if I can do that – enjoy the weekend.’
‘Sweetheart, sometimes you have no choice.You can’t change anything now.’
And that, Agatha thought, was the real problem. She could never change things, not the things that really needed changing. She looked out to the bay, at the blue summer’s sky and the colourful windsurfers dotting the water. She wished it was grey, bleak and raining, just like she felt inside.




Sunday started slowly. As usual, Katherine and Agatha had taken Chief down to the beach for his morning walk. Unlike Saturday mornings, the path early on a Sunday was nearly deserted. There were a few morning joggers, the other regular morning dog walkers, but it seemed like the rest of the suburb was having a sleep in.
The afternoon before, Katherine and Agatha had ventured out to the cinema, but even though it was a comedy and they’d had popcorn, Agatha had found it hard to find enjoy herself. The face of Tully’s mother glaring at her kept popping back into her mind.
In the evening, Katherine’s mobile phone had rung a couple of times, and each time Agatha had thought it might be Tully, but it wasn’t.
With the cool morning breeze coming off the bay and Chief trotting along in front of them, Agatha wished that there was a way to stop Monday morning from arriving. ‘I don’t want to go to school tomorrow, Katherine,’ she said.
‘I know.’
‘Really ... I don’t. Everyone will find out everything and it will be just like the last school.’
‘Pee-yew! Can you smell that? Agatha must be here.’
‘Hey, Agatha, why do you stink so much? Oh yeah, cos you live in a garbage can ... ’
‘We don’t know what is going to happen tomorrow, but I tell you what. If it does get like that, you just go straight to Mrs Sloane and tell her to call me. I’ll come straight away. Got it?’
Agatha walked on beside Katherine, watching Chief zigzag across the path from one interesting smell to another. The sun was now above the horizon, and its heat was beginning to make itself felt. They walked on, around the bend and further than usual. Katherine pointed to a water fountain that had a tap and bowl on its side for dogs to drink from and she guided Chief towards it. Agatha stood, her hands on her hips, looking out to the bay. She readjusted her Navy cap and then bent down to retie a shoelace that had loosened.
‘Ready to go back?’ Katherine asked. ‘It’s already feeling a bit too hot for Chief to go much further.’
‘Sure.’
As she stood up, Agatha could hear the tinkling of bike bells in the distance. She turned to see a pink helmet getting closer to her. ‘Tully.’
Katherine looked along the path.
‘Agatha! Hi!’ Tully waved one hand high in the air, so enthusiastically that she caused her bike to wobble slightly, as if it was about to go off course.
Agatha could see Tully’s dad on the bike behind her. She inhaled deeply. Katherine moved beside her and placed her hand on her back. ‘Don’t worry, stay calm.’
Tully and her dad stopped right in front of them. Chief took up his position between Agatha and Katherine’s feet.
‘Remember my dad, Ed?’ Tully said, still breathing heavily from having ridden so far.
Agatha nodded. Katherine stepped forward, extending her hand. ‘Nice to meet you. I’m Katherine.’
To Agatha’s surprise, Ed took Katherine’s hand, shook it and smiled. ‘Likewise. The girls had a bit of an adventure yesterday,’ he said, with a small grin on his face.
‘Yes, no harm done,’ said Katherine.
‘I agree.’ Ed winked at Tully as he said it.
‘We’ve ridden all the way to Black Rock. We got up really early,’ said Tully
‘That’s a long way,’ Katherine commented.
‘No rain this time, though. That made it easier,’ Ed said and smiled again. ‘We better keep going. Homework to do, isn’t that right, Tully? You’d have some too, Agatha.’
Agatha nodded.
‘I think we’ll get started on French this afternoon,’ Katherine said.
‘All right, then. Seems everyone will be busy. Let’s go, Tully. See you later,’ Ed said, and pushed off on his bike. Tully watched her father ride ahead and leaned over to Agatha.
‘Mum is still cranky, but Dad is cool about it all. I’ll tell you tomorrow at school.’
‘Tully!’ Her dad had stopped further along and was beckoning her to catch up.
‘Bye, Agatha. Bye, Katherine.’
‘There you go – seems like Ed isn’t too bothered by it at all,’ said Katherine, as they both stood and watched the pink helmet until it was out of sight. ‘Come on, I’ll race you.’
Agatha continued to watch, even though she could no longer see Tully, then quick stepped to catch up to Katherine and Chief.
Along the path, over the street and between the houses, Katherine and Agatha picked up the pace for the last little bit home. When they finally made it to their street, it was Katherine who stopped suddenly. Agatha followed her gaze and could see what had brought her to a stop. A tall man was getting out of the passenger door of a black car parked in Katherine’s driveway. He stretched, folded his arms across his chest and angled his head back, as if he was sleeping standing up.
Agatha looked at Katherine, who had a smile so wide on her face that she seemed to have forgotten she was puffed from their mini sprint up the path. She flung one arm around Agatha, hugging her tightly. ‘It’s Lawson. He’s home.’ She dropped her arm from Agatha and jogged across the street, Chief already way ahead of her. Within a few moments, she was in the driveway, hugging her husband, Chief jumping excitedly around them.
As she stepped cautiously onto the street to cross, Agatha felt her heart sink. Agatha had heard so much about Lawson, seen photos of him, heard Katherine talk to him on the phone, but for some reason it hadn’t crossed her mind that he would actually appear. No longer would she have Katherine and Chief to herself. Nothing was working out the way she had hoped. Nothing.
The trio sat at the table on the back verandah, each with a glass of cool water to drink while they waited for the kettle to boil. Lawson was as tall as Agatha had pictured from the photos she had seen. She tried to look at him without him noticing, using her long hair to hide her curiosity. Chief sat on his lap, his eyes trained on Lawson’s every move, as if waiting to receive an order from the Commander.
‘So, what have you three been up to while I’ve been away?’ he said.
Agatha shot a quick glance at Katherine.
‘Well, mainly looking after Rita. She had a fall and couldn’t walk for a few days. She’s fine now,’ Katherine added quickly. ‘Did you notice that I planted out the garden bed along the driveway?’
‘I did! Looks great, sweetheart. You have waved your magic wand over this garden. I hope you have left a few projects for me when I finally retire. And Chief? How have you been, old boy?’ Chief responded with a bold attempt to lick Lawson’s face, but was quickly held back down and had to be satisfied with a scruff of his ears.
‘I wasn’t expecting you for another two weeks. I’m so pleased that you came home early.’ Katherine was still beaming from the surprise.
‘It is only a weekend pass, I’m afraid. I’m off again on Tuesday, sixteen hundred hours, to Fleet Base East, just to finish up a few things, and then I will be home, permanently. Two weeks.’
Agatha caught the disappointment on Katherine’s face, although it wasn’t there for long. ‘A short visit and then two weeks?’
Lawson nodded. ‘How about we take the boat out tomorrow?’
‘Great idea. I can take Agatha to school and then we can go out.’
Agatha wanted to remind Katherine of her promise only half an hour ago, at the beach. She wanted to tell Lawson that he couldn’t go sailing with Katherine tomorrow, because she had to be here, at home, in case Agatha called, in case she needed her. Agatha wanted to, but didn’t.
She stood up from the table and headed to the back door. With the sound of their laughter in her ears and no Chief at her feet, Agatha reminded herself that she didn’t really belong here either. She silently closed the screen door, went into the kitchen and put her glass in the dishwasher, before heading down the hall to the guest bedroom. Once there, she carefully closed the door, knowing her departure from the table had gone unnoticed. Invisible again, she thought.




Each time Katherine tapped on Agatha’s door, it was meet with silence. By lunchtime, she had tried four times and had received no reply.
‘This is exactly like the first week,’ she said quietly to Lawson, as they stood in the kitchen, making sandwiches for lunch.
‘Is it me?’
‘Probably.’
‘Hey?’
‘I mean, it was just so unexpected. We both thought you weren’t coming for two more weeks and we’ve sort of hit a problem patch at the moment.’
Lawson retrieved three plates from the cupboard and three napkins from the holder. He aligned each one before placing the perfectly folded napkins in a neat pile beside the plates. ‘Well, we always knew this would take some adjusting, for all of us.’ He took each plate from the stack and held them out, one at a time, for Katherine to put a sandwich on. Carrying two to the table, Lawson came back for the third and the napkins. ‘Maybe you should try again.’
Katherine nodded and went to Agatha’s door. She knocked, paused, and this time entered, even though no reply had come. Agatha was sitting on her bed, her orange suitcase beside her.
‘No, Agatha. Not this time.You aren’t running away this time. There’s nothing to run away from.’ Katherine’s voice was calm, yet held a tone of authority. ‘Lunch is on the table.’ Katherine turned and left the room, leaving the door wide open behind her.
Agatha sat for a moment. She looked down at her suitcase, already packed. She felt her stomach rumble. Taking a deep breath, she stood up, picked up the suitcase and walked to the kitchen. Lawson and Katherine were already seated, but neither had started eating.
Agatha walked to the other end of the table, placed the suitcase beside the chair and sat down. Katherine passed her sandwich, which had been placed at the chair opposite her, along the table to Agatha. She poured each of them another glass of water, this time from a jug that had slices of lime and lemon bobbing on the surface and ice making small clinking sounds against the side of the jug.
‘In the Navy, Agatha, at mealtimes in the mess, we have a tradition of making a toast. On Sundays, we say, “Absent friends”.’Lawson held up his glass and gave a slight nod. Katherine did the same.
Agatha didn’t move.
Lawson and Katherine put down their glasses and picked up their sandwiches. ‘Oh, Lawson, change of plan. I need to be at home all day tomorrow.’
‘Really? All day?’
‘Yes. Sorry. I completely forgot about something I had already planned.’ Katherine took a bite of her sandwich.
‘Okay. Not a problem. Chief and I will go out, sail away the cobwebs. In two weeks, we’ll have all the sailing time in the world. How about you, Agatha? Would like to learn how to sail?’
Agatha picked up her sandwich and took a large bite. She pointed to her overstuffed mouth with her finger and shrugged.
‘Right. I will take all non-answers as a yes.’ Lawson smiled. ‘It will be great to have another sailor in the family.’ He too took a larger than normal bite of his sandwich, making the same overstuffed face as Agatha.
‘Really, you two. Manners, please,’ Katherine chuckled.
Agatha shrugged and Katherine knew what that one meant. She gave a slight nod to her husband.
Lawson and Katherine continued to talk about their house and boat, about the places Katherine had discovered while he had been away. Agatha remained silent throughout, watching the conversation go back and forth.
When she finished her sandwich, she swept up the crumbs that had escaped onto the table with her hand, softly tipping them onto her plate. She folded the napkin, aligned each edge, smoothed it several times and placed it on top. Finally, she sat back in her chair and folded her hands in her lap.
‘So, tell me, Agatha,’ Lawson said, also folding his napkin, having finished his sandwich. ‘Do you always bring a suitcase with you to each meal?’ He moved his head slightly to the side and squinted his eyes. Agatha could read faces, and this time she could not stop the smile that came.
‘Only for special occasions,’ she quipped.
‘Well, then I am honoured to have warranted its appearance,’ Lawson replied. Then, seeing her smile turn into a frown, said, ‘I’m pleased to see my sandwiches qualify as a special occasion. I thought they were really delicious.’
‘They were okay,’ Agatha said.
Katherine collected the plates and took them to the kitchen, flicking on the kettle after she had put them in the dishwasher. ‘Well, Agatha and I are going to do some French revision and a Science assignment. Is that right?’ she asked, looking at Agatha.
‘Yep.’
‘I think you mean “oui”,’ Lawson said in a whisper, with a slight French accent.
Agatha chuckled. ‘Do you speak French too?’
‘He tries, Agatha,’ Katherine said, still standing at the counter waiting for the kettle to boil.
‘Habló un poco de Español.’
‘That’s Spanish,’ Katherine laughed.
‘Right, I think it’s time for me to leave you two and head to the marina and check the boat, see if it needs anything before I take it out tomorrow.’ As he walked through the kitchen, Lawson stopped and gave Katherine a kiss on her cheek. ‘I shall return,’ he said. ‘Chief?’ But there was no need to call him – Chief was already at Lawson’s feet, waiting for the next command.
For a moment, Agatha could see her mother and father. She looked down at the table, trying to remember when she would have seen her own parents display such a tender moment. She closed her eyes.
They’d been in a car, her mother in the driver’s seat. Agatha had been in the back with Nora next to her. Where had they been going? Her father had walked towards them, waving and smiling. He’d had something in his hand. Her mother had lowered the back window and his arm had reached in, handing Agatha some coins. ‘Here you go, Aggie, some money for a treat.’
‘Karl, you spoil your girls,’ her mother had said, her voice sounding light and happy. Then she’d seen her father move towards her mother, lean in and give her a kiss on the cheek. He’d smiled and walked back towards the house.’
Agatha?’ Katherine’s voice brought her back to the now. ‘You were a thousand miles away. I asked if you wanted to do French or Science first?’
‘I think Science. It’s due on Tuesday, but I have to have my part finished for Tully, so she can combine the two. I was going to email it to her today, if I can use the computer to type it up?’
‘Of course, you can. We might have to think about getting you a laptop or something. I remember Mrs Sloane said you will only need one next year, but it would be handy for this year.’
‘Next year?’ Agatha said. ‘Katherine, we don’t know about next term yet. I mean, Lawson might not ... ’
Katherine put her hand on Agatha’s arm. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t want to get your hopes up, or mine for that matter. I want you to stay, Agatha, and so does Lawson. This is your home, if you want it to be. But you’re right, we don’t even know about the remainder of this year. I wish we could just have it all worked out so we could make plans.’ Katherine let out a long sigh and picked up her cup of tea.
Agatha ran her fingers along the table. ‘I want to stay, but I don’t want to hurt my parents.’ She paused. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’
‘I know what it is to leave people behind. But I see your situation differently. I don’t think you have to leave your parents completely. It’s not a one or the other situation. We just have to work out how to balance the two.’
They sat in silence, Agatha wondering how it could be possible to have both. It had always been one or the other. She had either been removed, suddenly and without notice, or returned in the same way. She either lived with her parents in the house that was gradually swallowing them alive or with strangers in a bland room that was not hers to keep. There had never been the option for both.
Katherine patted her arm. ‘Now, we’d better get this schoolwork done before the Commander and Chief get back. When Lawson is home on a Sunday, we always go out for dinner – it’s a tradition.’
‘Can I come?’
‘Absolument! But first things first,’ Katherine said, looking down at the suitcase.
‘I know. Habit.’
‘Well, how about we unpack it and, this time, put it way up in the top cupboard. You won’t be needing it for a while.’
Agatha nodded. Hopefully not for a long while, she said to herself.




With Lawson on their early morning walk, Agatha found herself running ahead with Chief, while Lawson and Katherine walked side by side. Agatha had been on this path so many times now that she recognised most of the weekday regulars, many of whom gave her a small wave of acknowledgement or a nod. This morning was no different. Joggers, dog walkers, parents with prams, all out before the heat of the day or before work.
‘How far do you think we can go and still get to school on time?’ Lawson said to Agatha, as they paused at the top of some steps.
‘Katherine and I usually go up and down these steps at least ten times, while Chief runs on the beach. But we don’t have to.’
‘Ten times? Okay. Let’s go.’
Katherine stood at the top and watched her husband and Agatha step down, turn around and head back up. When they got to the top, she said, ‘One.’ They headed down again and back up. ‘Two.’
By the third one, Katherine could see that the pace was getting faster. ‘Hmmm,’ she said. ‘Both a bit competitive? Three.’
By the tenth lap of the steps, both Agatha and Lawson were breathing harder. ‘How about, when I get back, we see how many we can get to?’ he said to Agatha.
‘Sure. I could easily do more.’
‘So could I. Easily.’
Katherine rolled her eyes. ‘Come on, you two. Along the beach, then home. It’s a school day.’
Hearing that sent a shiver up Agatha’s spine. School. She was dreading it. She had told Tully to be honest with her parents, but she didn’t know who they would tell. One thing she did know was that schools were notoriously bad at keeping secrets. If one person found out, then everyone would find out.
As they walked along the beach, then up the path towards home, Agatha fell further behind, her pace slowing down. Lawson dropped back from Katherine and Chief and waited for her to catch up.
‘Anything I can help you with?’ he asked. Agatha shook her head. They walked side by side. ‘That cap you’re wearing, it’s a naval cap.’
Agatha continued to watch her feet take each step. She wondered if she should give it back to him, now that he had returned. Was that what he was leading to? Maybe he wanted it back for his collection. ‘Katherine gave it to me. I didn’t take it.’
‘I didn’t think you did. We want you to keep it. I was just going to say that in the Navy, we have values. Do you know what a value is?’
Agatha nodded.
‘Well, the Navy has five of them. One is Courage,’ Lawson continued. ‘Today is a Courage sort of day, don’t you think?’
Agatha shot a glance at Lawson. ‘Aye, aye, sir.’
Lawson let out a loud crackling laugh.
They walked on, crossing the road and eventually making it to the house. Katherine was waiting in the front garden and talking to Rita, who had hobbled along the street on a walking stick.
‘Rita! You’re walking,’ said Agatha.
‘Yes. The doctor said it was fine to get up and about. I came down to say hello to Lawson. It’s good to have you back, though Katherine told me you are off again tomorrow.’
‘Only for two weeks,’ Agatha chipped in.
‘Two weeks for you to train on those stairs, so I’d better find some stairs at Fleet Base and do some training myself,’ Lawson said.
‘Right now, it’s breakfast, then school,’ Katherine said. ‘I’ll pop down later, Rita, and catch up.’
Rita hobbled back down the street towards her house, with Lawson and Chief beside her, just in case she needed a hand.
Katherine and Agatha headed inside. ‘You have a quick shower and get ready,’ Katherine said, ‘and I’ll start on breakfast.’
An hour and a half later, Katherine stopped the car on the street, just up from the school’s main gates. ‘Do you want me to come in?’ she asked Agatha.
‘No. I’m fine. Lawson said it was a “Courage sort of day”, and I think he’s right.’
‘Ah, the Navy values. I have no doubt you will soon know all five.’ She reached over and gave Agatha a hug. ‘Courage,’ she whispered into her ear.
As she walked towards the gate, Agatha kept her head down. If everyone knew about her, then everyone would have the same face people always had and she didn’t want to see it, not yet.
‘Morning, Agatha,’ a voice called out. She lifted her head just enough to see Mr Brown up ahead of her, walking towards the reception building. ‘Mrs Sloane wants to speak to you. Why don’t you come with me? I’m heading in that direction.’
Agatha looked around. Several other students, who had heard Mr Brown call out, were watching her. She pulled the hairband from her ponytail and let her hair curtain each side of her face. She kept walking towards the waiting Mr Brown. Once she was a few steps from him, he started walking ahead. This is not good, she thought to herself.
The reception was already cool – too cool. Mr Brown stepped back when they reached the automatic doors and allowed Agatha to walk through first. ‘Have a seat,’ he said to her. ‘I’ll tell Mrs Sloane you’re here.’ He gave her a smile, one that Agatha was pretty sure she was familiar with. It was the ‘there’s bad news coming’ smile. Teachers, social workers, they all had the same one.
Agatha sat, dropping her backpack beside her. There was no need to think about what was about to happen. She had been in this situation before.
‘We’re just saying, we know it’s not her fault, but it is bothering the other students in her class ... ‘
‘It’s not her fault.’
‘I understand that the living conditions are not ideal, but our children have rights ... ’
However, this time it was her fault. She hadn’t needed to take Tully to her house, she could’ve continued the lie. But she hadn’t. Because that’s not what friends do.
‘Come on in, Agatha,’ Mrs Sloane said, stepping out next to the reception counter. As Agatha walked past her, Mrs Sloane gently put her hand on Agatha’s back, whether to guide her or to stop her from running, Agatha wasn’t sure.
To her surprise, Mr Brown was also in Mrs Sloane’s office. It was becoming clear to Agatha now. Mr Brown had heard about her parents and wanted her out of his class. He wouldn’t be the first teacher. She’d just thought he was different.
‘Take a seat,’ Mrs Sloane said, her hand indicating the chair next to Mr Brown. She moved around to the other side of her desk and opened her notebook. Briefly looking down at her notes before lifting her head, Mrs Sloane looked directly at Agatha. ‘Tully’s mother called again this morning. She told us about Saturday.’ There was a pause as Mrs Sloane again looked at her notes. ‘What happens out of school, on weekends, is not really our concern, Agatha. And I, for one, refuse to allow parents to dictate to us how we should manage our students.’
Agatha glanced at Mr Brown, who was nodding in agreement. This was not the conversation she was used to having. She went to speak, then decided against it.
Mrs Sloane continued, ‘Nell was very honest with me about your situation, and I have, just this morning, informed Mr Brown.’
This time, Agatha couldn’t look at him. Mrs Sloane might be in control of her face, but she knew not everyone else was. Agatha now knew why Mr Brown had walked ahead of her.’
I see no reason to move you from Mr Brown’s Home Group, no need to move your locker away from Tully’s, no need to ban your friendship with anyone, let alone Tully.’ She paused to take in a deep breath, got out of her chair and came around to the front of her desk. She half sat on the end of it and leaned forward to Agatha. ‘Mr Brown and I believe that you are going to be an excellent student here at Sandy Vale. If you have any problems, from anyone, I want you to come to either of us.’
Agatha could no longer remain silent. ‘You don’t get it, Mrs Sloane. Once everyone finds out, you won’t be able to stop it. They won’t be stopped. You’ll have to ask me to leave. Just call Katherine now. She’ll come and get me.’
‘I’m not the giving-up type, are you, Mr Brown?’
‘Nope.’ He smiled and slapped the palm of his hand onto his knee. ‘Certainly not giving up.’
Agatha laughed, but it wasn’t because Mr Brown was being funny. It was a laugh of pain, of sadness, that had now filled her. ‘It’s fine for you to say that, but they won’t call you names, they won’t look at you in disgust. That’s what it will be like for me.’
Mrs Sloane reached for a tissue box and held it out for Agatha. It was only then that she realised she was crying. She snatched out a few tissues and put them to her face. ‘Please, call Katherine.’
‘No,’ Mr Brown said gently. ‘Not yet. Give us a chance, Agatha, to prove to you we’re different from all the others.’
Agatha looked at him. His face was so earnest. She shrugged.
‘I’ll tell you what,’ Mrs Sloane said. ‘Let’s just start the day as normal. If things go awry, then, yes, you come here to me and we will definitely call Katherine.’
Agatha gave in. There was no use arguing. In the past few years, she had come to learn that people always thought they could fix things, just with a positive attitude or some simple plan. Mrs Sloane and Mr Brown had no idea and there was no point trying to convince them otherwise.
Agatha stood up, shoved the tissues in the pocket of her uniform and picked up her schoolbag. ‘Sure. Whatever,’ she said, and left the office.
Out through the doors, she put her schoolbag on the ground and pulled her hair back into its ponytail. As she headed down the few steps and towards the grey building where her locker was waiting, she felt defeated, empty of courage.
They might not understand, but Agatha knew exactly what was going to happen next.




As Agatha walked the corridor towards her locker, she noticed that a few students stepped back, out of her way. They know, she thought to herself.
With each step, her schoolbag seemed to get heavier. She could hear whispers, but couldn’t make out the words. She caught glimpses of stares, each one the same as the next. When she finally made it to her locker, she saw Tully, Cora and Morgan waiting. She took in a deep breath, her mouth suddenly dry.
‘Tully told us everything,’ said Morgan.
Cora nodded.
Agatha looked around. ‘I think everyone knows everything now.’
‘Well, not from us!’ said Cora, looking around like Agatha had. ‘I don’t think anyone knows anything.’
‘Sure,’ Agatha said, sarcastically.
‘Seriously, Agatha,’ Tully said, stepping closer to her and lowering her voice. ‘Not from us. We tell each other everything, but not anyone else.’
Agatha looked at Tully. She wanted to believe her, but Agatha knew better. People say you can trust them, but really you can’t. She opened her locker and took out her workbooks, shoving in her schoolbag.
Tully put her hand on Agatha’s shoulder, who shrugged it away. ‘Hey, I told you we were friends, and nothing’s going to change that. I told you,’ Tully said. Agatha could hear the hurt in her voice.
‘Everyone knows, Tully. Everyone. I can tell from the way they look at me, the whispers. You might think you want to be friends, but pretty soon you’ll be just like everyone else and you won’t want to be friends.’
‘Well, I think you’re wrong. I think you’re seeing things that aren’t there. We talked about it. It doesn’t matter to us, Agatha. Does it?’ She turned to Morgan and Cora, who also had moved in close and were shaking their heads.
‘Couldn’t care less about all that stuff, Agatha, really,’ said Morgan.
Agatha eyed them all with suspicion. She wanted to believe them, but a voice inside her head was telling her not to. She didn’t know what to do, what to say.
‘Look, why don’t we just stick together today, not talk about it, see what happens,’ Tully said. The others agreed.
‘What secrets are you lot keeping?’ Jax said, as he shoved Morgan and Cora to the side, breaking up the small group of friends. ‘Bet I know.’ He looked straight at Agatha. ‘Bet I know everything.’
‘Jax!’ Mr Brown was standing in the doorway of the Home Group room. ‘Can you come and move some tables for me, please? Grab a couple of others to help too, will you?’
‘Sure, Mr Brown.’ He turned back to Agatha. ‘Saved, this time.’ He strutted off.
Tully let out a frustrated sigh. ‘Honestly, he drives me mad – like, completely mad.’
‘He’s always been like that, since kindergarten,’ Cora said.
‘What does he know?’ Agatha asked, as she watched Jax enter the Home Group room.
‘Nothing! He doesn’t know anything, but he says that just to get to you. He’s been saying it forever, Agatha, really. But you’ll notice no one pays any attention to him, which is part of the problem really. If he was just a bit nicer, then he’d have a lot of friends.’
‘My mum says he’ll be gone from here anyway, at the end of the year,’ said Morgan.
‘Why?’
‘I think she said he is going to a school closer to the city. His mum’s not happy with this school.’
‘She’s never happy,’ said Cora.
‘Well, that’s the best news I’ve had all day!’ said Tully.
Agatha was pleased to hear that too, but the school year had only just begun. It could be a very long year if Jax found out anything about her.
The bell rang out and everyone moved towards Home Group. The girls made a plan to meet at their usual spot and again promised Agatha that they would not say anything to anyone. ‘Everyone has secrets, Agatha,’ Cora said. ‘You’re no different from anyone else.’
Agatha watched Cora walk away and looked puzzled. Tully stood and watched too. ‘Her parents divorced a while ago and it got really nasty – she gets pulled back and forth a lot. She tries not to let it get to her, though. And as for Morgan ... well, she can tell you. Come on.’ Tully turned and walked into Home Group, Agatha following closely behind.
Sitting beside each other, they listened to Mr Brown as he read out the messages for the day. ‘And to finish with, could Tully and Agatha please meet Ms Faber in the science lab at lunchtime.’
‘But, Mr Brown, our assignment isn’t due til tomorrow,’ Tully said.
‘Hey, I’m just the messenger, Tully, but I’m pretty sure it’s not about that,’ Mr Brown replied, looking down at the messages again. ‘It’s something about a science competition she wants you two to enter. Anyway, see Ms Faber at lunchtime and she will give you the details.’
Tully’s surprised face looked at Agatha. ‘A competition. That’s fantastic! Do you want to?’
Agatha nodded. Maybe she was wrong about today, and about Tully. Agatha was in unfamiliar waters, but for some reason, she felt okay.
By the end of the school day, Agatha had managed to avoid any difficult conversations with her new friends and, apart from Jax, not a single teasing word had been said to her by anyone else. Ms Faber had given her and Tully information about a Science Fair that a university was holding during the next school holidays, and the three had made plans to work on an idea together.
As she walked towards the main gates, Tully on one side and Cora and Morgan on the other, Agatha was feeling like Mrs Sloane might actually be right about this school – maybe it was different from all the others.
‘Who’s that?’ Tully said, seeing a woman standing a few cars up the street and waving in their direction.
Maybe the school was different, but other parts of her life weren’t. ‘That’s Nell.’
Tully looked at Agatha. ‘Friend or foe?’ she whispered.
Agatha gave Tully a half smile. ‘A bit of both, I suppose.’
‘Do you want us to come with you?’
‘Nah. She’s okay. She’ll take me home.’
‘Wait ... which home?’
It was Agatha’s turn to calm Tully. ‘To Katherine. She’ll take me to Katherine. But thanks – you know, for worrying.’
‘That’s what friends do. See you tomorrow.’
Tully and the other two walked past Nell and further along the street. Agatha watched Tully get into her mother’s car. Then she walked to Nell.
‘Good day?’ Nell asked.
Agatha shrugged.
‘I think I know what that shrug means. You’re not too impressed with me picking you up.’
‘I was hoping it would be Katherine. No offence.’
‘None taken. I was hoping it could be Katherine too, and not just today, but every day.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘Nothing, really. Honestly, Agatha, you overthink things. Let’s go, it’s too hot.’
Agatha was thankful that the car ride was short. She had worked out a long time ago that Nell wasn’t good with silence. If there was silence, Nell had to think of something to say to fill it.
But several quiet minutes later, they pulled up in front of Katherine’s house. Agatha could see her at the window, waiting. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked.
‘Nothing, just a chat, to sort a few things out.’ Nell was already getting out of the car.
‘Chats never go well for me, Nell,’ Agatha said, closing the door of the car. They walked up to the front door, which was already opening. Chief sprinted out to greet them, as Lawson held the door back for them to enter.
The four stood awkwardly in the sitting room, then Katherine suggested they move to the dining table. ‘For a snack and something cool to drink.’
The table had been set for afternoon tea, and Agatha sat at the end, just like she had done ever since Lawson had returned. It had become her spot.
‘Well? Just tell me.’ Her voice was impatient.
‘Right,’ said Nell. ‘I’ll just say it.’
Katherine put her hand out towards her, but Agatha didn’t take it. She folded her arms and looked directly at Nell.
‘The court has granted you six months to stay here. Then we can go back and ask for a permanent placement, if everyone agrees.’
Katherine smiled. ‘That’s excellent news.’ Her hand moved to Lawson, who took it, and they both smiled at Agatha.
‘Great news,’ he said.
Still with her arms folded, staring at Nell, Agatha, who was not smiling, leaned forward. ‘There’s a “but”, isn’t there, Nell. There’s always a “but”.’
‘You’re right. There is a “but”. You know how the system works.’
Agatha sat back. ‘I knew it.’
‘What is it, Nell?’ Lawson asked. His hands were now clasped together on the table in front of him, ready to listen intently to every word.
‘The court has said that Agatha must have regular visits with both of her parents. Weekly visits. For the next six months. After that, if a permanent order is made, then the visits will be renegotiated.’
Katherine turned to Agatha. ‘That sounds fair enough. What do you think?’
Agatha was not sure what she thought. Weekly visits with her parents? ‘So, every Saturday or something, I have to get the train back and visit them? For how long, Nell? All day?’
‘You won’t be taking the train, sweetheart. I’ll take you,’ Katherine said.
‘And I can take you,’ Lawson said. ‘We’ll go together, the three of us.’
Agatha looked at them both and slightly shook her head. She’d taken a chance once, with Tully, but she didn’t want to do that again.
‘I know what you’re thinking, Agatha,’ Katherine said, ‘and it won’t happen. We won’t change our minds about you.’
‘This morning I told you about Courage,’ Lawson said, looking down the table, directly at Agatha. His voice gentle for such a tall man. ‘Here’s another value: Honesty. You will always have that from us. If Katherine says nothing will change for us, then you can rely on that honesty.’
For a moment, Agatha looked directly back at Lawson and then gave him a small nod. She turned to Nell. ‘When is my first visit?’
‘Tomorrow. 11:00 am.’
‘But it’s a school day, Nell,’ Katherine objected.
‘I know. But they had to pick a time and that’s what their lawyer said, for the first one. After that it can be Saturdays, or some other time. I’ll talk to your parents about it.’
‘My Science assignment is due tomorrow. I want to be there with Tully to hand it in to Ms Faber.’
‘Sorry, kiddo. Court trumps school,’ Nell said.
Agatha shook her head. ‘It’s not fair, Nell.’
‘I know. But, hey, look on the bright side – it’s a good sign that you want to go to school so badly, don’t you think? I didn’t ever think I’d hear that from you – must be some great school!’ Nell drummed her fingers on the table, signalling she was done and stood up. ‘Do you want me to take you tomorrow, Agatha?’
‘No, I will take her,’ Katherine answered. Then quickly added, ‘If that’s okay with you, Agatha?’
‘We’ll both take her,’ Lawson said.
‘What about your flight?’
‘It’s not until later in the day.’
They all waited for a response from Agatha. She sat back in the chair and shrugged.
‘Right. I told you I’d take all non-answers as a yes,’ Lawson said, with a grin on his face.
Agatha looked at him. ‘Courage and Honesty. What are the other ones?’ she asked.
‘All in good time,’ he said.




‘Eleven … twelve … thirteen … fourteen … are you going to stop?’ Katherine stood at the top of the stairs, watching her husband and Agatha race each other up and down, neither wanting to be the first one to stop. ‘Fifteen … sixteen … seventeen … I’m calling a halt at twenty.’
‘Aye, aye, Admiral,’ Lawson puffed.
‘Nineteen … twenty. All done.’
Agatha and Lawson stood at the top of the stairs, both hunched over and out of breath. ‘I’m … going … to come here … every … day,’ Agatha said, stretching her arms above her head and breathing deeply to recover.
‘And I’m … going to get … one of the … fitness instructors … at Base … to train me … every … day,’ Lawson replied, as he too stretched his arms above his head.
‘Not everything has to be a competition,’ Katherine commented.
‘Yes, it does!’ Lawson and Agatha said, simultaneously.
Katherine laughed and threw up her hands in pretend frustration. ‘I give up!’ She walked down the steps and headed to the water’s edge. Chief was running back and forth, chasing a seagull who was teasing him by pretending to land and then taking off again. Lawson and Agatha caught up to her. The three walked along together, Lawson on one side, Agatha on the other.
‘Why do you call Katherine the Admiral when she’s not in the Navy and you told me Vice-Admiral is the highest rank?’ Agatha asked.
‘You don’t miss a trick, do you?’ Lawson said.
‘She’s certainly observant,’ Katherine said, lightly tapping Agatha’s cap with her hand.
‘Wouldn’t it be great if every day was like this,’ Agatha said.
‘We need to make the most of them, when we can,’ Katherine replied, holding her hand out to Agatha, who didn’t hesitate to take it.
‘I think we should leave here at ten hundred hours. Am I correct?’ Lawson asked Katherine.
‘I think so. Nell says it takes just under an hour.’
‘Well, let’s make it zero nine fifty hours, just to be sure.’
‘I think you’re saying 9:50 am?’ said Agatha.
‘That’s right,’ chuckled Katherine. ‘After all these years, it’s hard for Lawson, and me for that matter, not to think in naval time, but I have a feeling you’ll pick it up quickly.’
‘Who knows? Maybe after a few years of retirement, I might start using civilian time,’ Lawson said.
At 9:45 am, Agatha found Chief asleep on the sofa. She knelt and gave him a pat. ‘I’ll be back later, Chief,’ she whispered.
‘Ready?’ Katherine was standing at the front door, and Lawson had backed the car out of the carport and was waiting in the driveway. When Katherine and Agatha got in, he said, ‘Zero nine forty-eight hours. A couple minutes ahead of schedule. Excellent work team.’
The drive to Greensward was mainly via the freeways and tunnels that snaked their way around the bay and under the city. Agatha sat in the back, watching the suburbs pass. She could hear Katherine and Lawson talking quietly in the front, but couldn’t make out what they were saying.
Maybe it was the sun coming through the back window or the exercise that morning, but, for whatever reason, as they drove closer to the city, she closed her eyes and let her head lean back onto the headrest. She soon tuned out to everything except the drone of the car.
‘You can’t take her ... you’re scaring her ... don’t take my baby ... not my baby!’ She could hear her mother’s voice, see her wild hair flying around her head as she tried to get past the policewoman holding her back. Behind her, she could see her father, his hands running through his hair, his head shaking, ‘No ... no ... no ... ‘ he was saying.
‘Don’t take Aggie from me ... don’t ... I need her ... she needs me!’ Her mother had escaped from the restraints that had held her back and was now at the car door, trying to open it.
Someone was holding Agatha, she could see the hands, hear a voice. ‘Go. Just drive. Go.’The voice was harsh, frustrated.
‘Let me go! Let me go!’Agatha could hear her own younger voice, feel her teeth bite down on the forearm that was holding her.
‘Arghh! She bit me!’
‘You okay?’Another voice.
‘Keep driving. I can’t believe she bit me.’
It was the change from light to dark as they entered the Burnley Tunnel that made Agatha open her eyes. They soon adjusted to the underground yellow lights that streamed overhead.
‘Agatha?’ Lawson was looking at her in the rear-view mirror. ‘What do you think?
‘About what? I didn’t hear you, sorry.’
‘A mobile phone. I just said to Katherine that I think we should get you one. What do you think?’
She smiled at him, as he glanced from the road to her. ‘That would be great, Lawson, really great. All the kids at school have one.’
‘Okay. Well, after the visit, we’ll go to The Vale on the way back and get one.’
Just before 11:00 am, Lawson turned their car down Pendula Place. ‘Number seventeen?’
‘Further along, on the right,’ Agatha replied. The narrow streets of Greensward were so different from the wider, tree-lined streets of Sandy Vale. Each time Agatha returned, the difference became more striking to her. Lawson drove past it, turned the car around and came back, stopping in front of number seventeen.
Agatha could see that the neighbours must have mowed again on Sunday. At least the front looked acceptable. By the time they had gotten out of the car, Mrs Beluga from across the street was already at her front gate. Katherine gave her a friendly wave, which was only half returned. The woman looked up and down the street and then came over.
‘Hello there, Agatha. Back again.’ Even though she was speaking to Agatha, Mrs Beluga was looking at Lawson and Katherine.
Lawson had stepped out of the car and was putting on his dark Navy Commander’s jacket, which had been carefully placed on the back seat. He adjusted his tie and stepped forward to a surprised Mrs Beluga. ‘Commander Lawson Bennett, Royal Australian Navy, HMAS Hobart, and you are?’
Mrs Beluga looked shocked, as she took Lawson’s extended hand, her eyes wide. ‘I’m Gladys Beluga, from across the street. The Navy?’ Mrs Beluga’s eyebrows rose.
Agatha could not stop the smile from covering her face. It was just what she needed to see – someone finally putting nosey Mrs Beluga in her place.
‘Yes. This is my wife, Katherine, and, of course, you know Agatha.’
‘Yes, yes,’ Mrs Beluga stuttered. ‘So, you’ve brought her back? Again?’
‘I’m sure, Mrs Beluga,’ he said, lowering his voice and leaning in slightly, ‘you’ll understand when I say that I really can’t discuss such sensitive business.’ Agatha watched him look around, as if someone could be eavesdropping on his conversation. Mrs Beluga followed his gaze, her eyes widening still further. Agatha wanted to laugh out loud.
‘Oh. Of course. Absolutely. But ... why?’ Mrs Beluga whispered back.
Lawson, ignoring her question, gave her a slight nod, then stepped back and motioned for Agatha and Katherine to head to the front door of Agatha’s house, leaving a puzzled Mrs Beluga alone on the street.
‘I was wondering why you wore your uniform. I thought it must have been to save another change when we got home,’ Katherine said softly.
‘Well, that was the plan. But it seems it has come in handy with Mrs Beluga. She’s a bit nosey, Agatha, don’t you think?’
‘Definitely,’ Agatha replied, still chuckling at the look of shock on Mrs Beluga’s face.
When the three stepped onto the front verandah, it was Agatha who knocked loudly. ‘If they don’t come, I’ll go around the back.’
But the door opened. Nell, was there, just inside.
‘Nell? What are you doing here?’ Agatha asked.
‘I forgot to tell you. I have to supervise this first visit. Come in. You know where they are.’
Nell couldn’t stand at the door, there simply wasn’t enough room. Instead, she moved to the doorway of the first room to let the others pass. ‘That’s my parents’ room,’ Agatha said, pointing to the door behind Nell. They kept moving sideways, along the hall. Agatha saw that the stacks were even taller than Lawson, and he was tall. ‘That’s my room.’
‘Can I?’ Katherine asked.
Agatha shrugged.
Katherine opened the door that would no longer open all the way. She stepped in, and for a moment stood completely still. When she came out again, Agatha could see her face had changed. She recognised it – not anger, not disgust, but sorrow. She had seen it before, only that time it had been on her mum’s face.
They continued to shuffle along the hallway. ‘Sitting room.’
‘Bathroom?’ asked Lawson.
‘We passed it on the other side of the hall. There’s two stacks that you need to squeeze through to get to the bathroom and another bedroom, but that’s completely shut off.’
‘Nora’s?’ Katherine asked gently.
‘Yes. No one has been in there since her funeral. Mum said no one was allowed.’ Agatha had often wondered about Nora’s room. Since it had been shut off for the past six or so years, she thought it must be the most normal-looking room in the house. Once, she had tried to look in through the bedroom window, but Edith had pulled down the blind.
Agatha noticed that the smell that had been there the other day when she was with Tully, wasn’t as bad now. ‘Has someone been here, Nell?’ she asked, as the four stood on the small clear patches of carpet in the sitting room.
‘This morning. They had to let the cleaners into the kitchen. Court condition.’
Agatha was relieved.
‘Let’s keep going,’ Katherine said.
Agatha led the way. ‘Kitchen. Laundry. Then this way to the back verandah.’
Edith and Karl were in their chairs. Agatha knew better than to expect anything else.
‘Hi, Mum, Dad,’ Agatha said. She moved to her mother and knelt, leaning in to give her a kiss on her cheek.
Edith reacted as if she’d had no idea that this visit would be taking place. ‘Aggie! You’re here! Look, I have made this for you.’ She held out, in her shaking hand, a small ball of wool.
Agatha could see it was made of different lengths of assorted colours. ‘Thanks, Mum. It’s beautiful.’ She stood up, turned the colourful ball over and over in her hands, then looked at Katherine and Lawson, who were waiting silently by the back door.
‘Mum, this is Katherine and Lawson, the carers I’m staying with.’
Edith got up out of her chair, wiped her hands over her unwashed hair and smoothed out her dress. ‘I am Edith Grace. I am Agatha’s mother.’ She held her head high and spoke as if announcing a prize.
‘I’m pleased to meet you, Edith. I’m Katherine. It is a pleasure to finally meet Agatha’s mother.’ Without hesitation, Katherine took Edith’s extended hand and shook it, then gently weaved her arm through Edith’s so they were linked. ‘This is my husband, Lawson.’
Lawson stepped forward. He did a small bow and then held out his hand. ‘It is a great pleasure to meet you. What a fine young girl Agatha is. You must be very proud.’
Agatha watched as her mother stood taller, her shoulders back. ‘Yes. I’m always proud of Agatha, proud of both our daughters. This is my husband, Karl.’
Karl looked over, but did not get out of his chair.
‘Karl,’ Edith snapped.
Lawson didn’t wait. He stepped over to Karl’s chair, standing almost in front of him, and held out his hand. ‘Karl, I’m Lawson. I am pleased to meet you.’
Karl looked at Lawson, at his outstretched hand, and, after what seemed like minutes, finally shook it.
Nell stepped forward. ‘Right, now that everyone has been introduced, I wonder, Edith, if we could step down from this verandah and sit on those benches we have placed on the back lawn, like we agreed.’ Nell moved towards the back steps as she spoke.
Agatha followed and noticed that Katherine, who was still linked to her mum, was gently moving from the verandah to the back lawn. Lawson stepped down and stopped halfway, turning back to Karl. ‘Are you going to join us, Karl?’
‘Later. Maybe later,’ came the mumbled response.
Four benches had been placed facing each other. Edith and Katherine sat together on one, Nell and Agatha on another and Lawson on a third. Agatha looked at the fourth, which remained empty, hoping her father would change his mind and join them. But he showed no signs of moving from his chair on the verandah.
‘Agatha, let’s swap places, so you can sit with your mum.’ Katherine stood as she spoke and Agatha moved as suggested. Once she sat down, Agatha could feel the warmth of her mother’s hand on hers. She quickly took it and their fingers entwined.
‘So, this is the first visit of many to come,’ Nell started, ‘and I was hoping that we could come to an arrangement about times, especially now that Agatha is going to school.’
‘Are you, Aggie? Good girl.’ Edith’s hand came up and gently cupped the side of Agatha’s face. Without taking her eyes off Agatha, Edith said, ‘She’s very smart, you know, Katherine, always has been. She could read before she started school and she knew all of her numbers.’
‘I have no doubt. You have done a great job with her. She is very smart indeed. Especially in Science.’
‘Yes, yes. Science.’
‘And I’m learning French,’ Agatha said.
‘Très bon,’ Edith whispered, again touching the side of Agatha’s surprised face, her hand gentle and comforting.
‘I didn’t know you ... ’ Agatha started, but stopped and gently took a strand of Edith’s hair, pushing it back behind her mother’s ear.
‘What do you think about weekend visits, Edith? Either day,’ Nell asked.
‘Anytime. We don’t go out often. She can come anytime. You know that, don’t you, Aggie? You can come home anytime.’
‘Yes, Mum, I know that.’
‘But you can’t come back here to live anymore, Aggie. Did Nell tell you?’
‘Yes. I’m sorry, Mum.’ Agatha couldn’t hold it back anymore. She threw her arms around her mother, as the tears ran down her cheeks. ‘I’m so sorry.’
‘What are you sorry for, Aggie? What?’ Edith’s face showed her confusion.
‘For not holding Nora’s hand, Mum. For not stopping her. For it all being my fault. For the people who came, for everything ... ’ The tears were unstoppable – they flowed like streams, fastflowing unstoppable streams.
‘It wasn’t your fault, Agatha.’ The small group had become so engrossed in what was happening before them, that none of them had noticed Karl leave his chair and approach.
‘It was, Dad. I should have been holding her hand.You know it was my fault.’ Agatha lowered her head into her mother’s lap. Edith covered her with her arms and cooed softly.
Her father knelt in front of her and pushed the hair from her face. ‘She was running to me, Agatha. I was on the other side of the street. She was running to me.’
Agatha looked at her father, her eyes blinking from the tears as she replayed her memory of that day. She couldn’t see him. She couldn’t see her father. She saw Nora running, her mother talking, a woman putting her kids into the car and then ...
Agatha sat up and stared into her father’s dark dull eyes. ‘You were there. I remember. You called out. Why were you there?’
‘It was a hot day. I wanted to surprise you all, so I left work early. I thought we could drive to Williamstown, go for a swim, get an ice cream. It was really hot. I wanted to surprise my girls.’ Karl stood up. ‘She was running to me.’
Lawson rose and came to Karl’s side. He put his hand on his shoulder. ‘It was an accident.’
Karl nodded, but he didn’t move. He let Lawson put his arm around his shoulders, the first time Agatha had seen him let someone touch him in years. Whether it was the gesture or the declaration, Karl let out a deep sob, as Lawson helped him to a bench and then sat there with him, his arm still around his shoulder.
‘She wasn’t running away from you, Agatha,’ Edith said. ‘It wasn’t your fault. It was an accident, wasn’t it, Katherine?’
‘Yes. A tragic accident.’
Agatha turned to her mother and hugged her. ‘I can’t stay here, you know that, don’t you?’ she whispered.
‘Yes. I’ve known it for a long time. But it’s okay, Aggie. You must go to school. Katherine will look after you. And you can always come back. Anytime.’
Agatha nodded and hugged her even tighter. The small group sat in silence, absorbing what had just happened, what had just been said, knowing that now things could begin to change.




The visit had lasted for over an hour. By the time they got back into the car, Agatha was exhausted. As Lawson pulled the car away from the front of the house, Agatha looked, hoping to see her parents wave her goodbye. But their verandah was empty, the front door closed.
The drive back to Sandy Vale was silent. This time, as they went through the tunnel, Agatha closed her eyes, absorbed the darkness.
Lawson turned off the freeway and headed towards the beach. As he drove along the road that skirted the bay, he said, ‘It’s right on thirteen hundred hours. How about some lunch?’
‘Good idea,’ Katherine said. ‘There’s a lovely little café at The Vale.’
‘Rightio. Lunch, and then let’s get that mobile phone we talked about. What do you think, Agatha?’
Agatha shrugged.
‘Right. I will take all non-answers as a yes. So, lunch it is.’ The car park wasn’t too full and Lawson found a park right near the entrance Katherine had used to get to the doctors’ clinic. They walked quickly to get out of the heat.
With lunch ordered, they sat at a small table not far from the counter. Not sure what to say, where to begin, Agatha pushed the ice in her water down with her finger, making it bob up and down. Finally, she decided to speak. ‘Neither of you have said anything – you know, about the house, or my parents or anything.’
 ‘Well,’ Katherine started, ‘I will be honest. I had not imagined your home to be the way it was. However, I think your mother is wonderful – she loves you and cares about you, I can tell. And now that you know what happened, maybe you can understand them ... and see yourself a bit differently.’
Agatha gave her a small nod and looked to Lawson.
‘I’m sorry, Agatha, that you’ve blamed yourself for the accident all this time. I’m glad that the truth came out today,’ he said. ‘And your dad, I can’t imagine what a burden that is for him to carry.’
Agatha looked at both of them, not sure if she should be grateful or angry. Not angry at them, but at the whole situation. The confusion was giving her a headache. She took a sip from the glass of cold water, then pulled out the small ball of wool from her pocket.
‘This is the first thing my mum has given me since the accident.’ She turned it around and around in her fingers. ‘She made this for me.’
‘Do you have a treasure box, Agatha? You know, something to keep special things in?’ Katherine asked.
‘No, not a treasure box, but I have my suitcase.’
Lunch arrived and Agatha was suddenly glad that Katherine had made her order something. Her appetite had returned. She held onto the wool in one hand and picked up her salad sandwich with the other.
After their plates had been taken away, they left the café and walked past other shops towards the phone store. ‘Let’s get two,’ Lawson said. ‘In a couple of weeks, I won’t be using my Navy one anymore.’
As they passed a brightly lit store with made-up beds and a range of colourful towels neatly stacked high along one wall, Katherine stopped. ‘I think we should do something with your room, now that you’re staying. We can’t call it the guest room anymore – it’s your room. We could give it a paint, some new curtains, a new doona ... ‘ She looked at Agatha, who stood beside her.
‘There’s so many to choose from,’ Agatha said.
‘You don’t have to decide today. Have a think about it and we can make a plan. Lawson will need a few projects to keep him busy when he gets back. I’m not too sure how he is with a paint brush, though.’ She gave Agatha a quick wink and then glanced over her shoulder to her husband, who had wandered over to another store and was looking at the display of shoes.
It didn’t take long to organise two new phones and head back to the car. When they arrived home, Lawson had to quickly pack a few remaining things before the Navy car arrived to collect him.
At the front door, he hugged Katherine and gave her a kiss on the cheek. ‘My love,’ he said, something Agatha had noticed he said every time he was leaving Katherine, even if it was just to walk Chief.
He looked at Agatha. ‘Honour, Integrity and Loyalty are the remaining three. And you have those too, Agatha Grace. When I saw you today with your parents, I knew then that you have them.’ He stepped forwards and wrapped his arms around her, giving her a huge bear hug. She rested her cheek on the smoothness of his uniform.
Katherine and Agatha waved to him until his car was out of sight. ‘Two weeks,’ Katherine said. ‘This is going to be the longest two weeks ever.’
‘I only have two weeks to train. Do you really think he’ll use the fitness instructor?’
‘Absolutely. My husband is as competitive, Agatha, as you are. I wouldn’t be surprised if he has already sent an email requesting a training session for tonight, when he gets there,’ Katherine laughed, as she shut the front door. ‘Now, what about this phone? Can you set it up?’
‘I think so.’
‘Good. I’m going to pop down and see Rita. Will you be okay here on your own for a while?’
‘I’m not alone. Chief is here.’
Katherine smiled, grabbed the spare key from the hallway table and headed out into the hot afternoon sun. Agatha watched her walk quickly along the footpath towards Rita’s.
Picking up the new phone, still in its box, Agatha opened it and took it out. Slowly, she peeled off the thin plastic layer protecting the screen and turned it on. It lit up instantly and Agatha followed the instructions to set it up. She had written down Tully’s number from Katherine’s phone, and now opened the messages and tapped in her number.
Message sent.
Agatha looked at the clock. ‘Fourteen thirty hours. She’s still in class,’ she said to Chief.
With no chance of Tully responding for at least another half hour, Agatha went to her room, took the chair from the desk and stood on it to open the top cupboard. Carefully, she lifted out her orange suitcase and stepped down from the chair. She carried it to the bed and unzipped it. The open lid revealed an empty suitcase. They had put all her things away in her wardrobe.
From her pocket, she took the small ball of wool. She placed it in the centre of the suitcase and closed the lid. Pausing, she opened it again, picked up the wool and placed it in one of the suitcase’s end pockets, so it wouldn’t roll around and come unravelled. Sure she had it right this time, she closed the lid, zipped the case and returned it to the top cupboard.
Smiling to herself, she went back to the sitting room and curled up on the sofa with Chief. The house was cool. Agatha pulled the throw that was lying on the back of the sofa over them. Closing her eyes, Agatha felt her mind drift and her body relax. Soon, she slipped into a sound sleep.




‘So, tell me every detail. What happened?’ Tully and Agatha had arranged to meet at school a bit earlier, so they could talk about Agatha’s home visit. Agatha told her everything.
When she finished, Tully was looking at her, eyes wide and head shaking ever so slightly. ‘I can’t believe it, Agatha, really.’
‘I know. I didn’t know he was there that day at all.’
‘I would be so mad, if I was you. I mean, after all this time! I get mad when I get blamed for something Ike does. But this ... Aren’t you mad?’
Agatha shook her head. ‘No, I’m not mad. I’m not sure what I am. I mean, it’s confusing, you know, but I can’t be mad at either of them.’ Agatha couldn’t find the words she needed to explain it to Tully, let alone herself.
As the minutes ticked away, more and more students began to mill around. Cora and Morgan turned up, both excited about Agatha’s new phone and insisting on having a look at it, showing her how to use it, adding their numbers to her contact list.
When the bell finally went for Home Group, Agatha had run out of things to say. She felt different, but she wasn’t sure why. The morning buzz in the corridor was a blur, even the wide welcoming smile of Mr Brown didn’t seem to register with her.
As Home Group progressed, Agatha stared out the window. The morning’s blue sky was gradually disappearing behind a blanket of grey clouds gathering in the distance.
Agatha went through the rest of the day as if she’d disappeared behind her own cloud – not really hearing, not really seeing. Even when Tully took her to a meeting with Ms Faber at lunchtime, Agatha couldn’t step out from behind her cloud. At the end of their discussion about the science competition, Ms Faber asked Tully if she could speak to Agatha alone. Tully glanced at Agatha, who gave the smallest of nods. ‘I’ll see you at the lockers,’ Tully said, and left.
‘You don’t seem to be yourself today, Agatha. Is everything alright?’ Ms Faber asked.
‘I’m not sure,’ Agatha replied. ‘It’s just that ... ’ Her voice trailed off.
‘Do you want to talk about it?’
Agatha shook her head, then nodded. ‘I don’t know. It’s just ...’
Ms Faber waited.
‘It’s just that things have been wrong for so long and now that it’s changing – it’s better – it still feels wrong. It doesn’t make sense.’
Ms Faber lent forward, her hands folded on the table between them. ‘I don’t know what’s been wrong in the past or how things have changed, but what I do know is that when things aren’t going well, we can get caught up in it – we see things and sometimes people as being against us. Maybe you’re just not used to everything being okay.’
Agatha nodded. She had been so unhappy for so long that maybe Ms Faber was right – maybe she just didn’t know how to be happy.
Ms Faber took a blank sheet of paper and drew a black dot in the centre with her pen. ‘What do you see?’
‘Is this a trick question?’
‘No tricks, Agatha. What do you see?’
Agatha shrugged. ‘A black dot.’
‘Exactly. But do you know what you’re missing?’ Ms Faber paused. ‘The whole page.’ As she said it, she slid the page towards Agatha, then sat back. ‘There’s more to your life than the black dot, Agatha. Look at the whole page.’
Agatha stared at the page and nodded. ‘The whole page.’
She stood, the page in her hand, and left, stopping for a moment at the door and looking back to Ms Faber with a smile.
Tully was waiting at the lockers with Cora and Morgan. ‘What was that about?’
Agatha held out the page to her. Tully took it and turned it over and back a few times. ‘There’s nothing on this, except for that.’ She pointed to the black dot. ‘I don’t get it.’
She handed the paper back to Agatha, who shrugged and opened her locker. ‘I think I do,’ she said to Tully. Agatha took out a workbook and slid the paper into it.
‘Come on,’ said Tully. ‘Double English – what a way to end the day, like, really, and we have that essay due soon.’
Agatha looked at Tully. ‘How do you do that?’
‘Do what?’
‘Make everything okay.’
Tully looked puzzled.
Agatha continued, ‘I mean, like, when you knew your mum was mad at us, you didn’t seem too worried, or when Jax says mean things, you just brush him off. How do you do that?’
‘I don’t know ... My dad, I think. He’s always going on about “upsides” and “bright sides” and “positive attitudes”, “thinking things through” – you know, all of that stuff. Like with Jax, Dad says there will always be people like Jax around, so you just have to learn not to let them get to you. Mum says Dad and I are a lot alike.’
‘Yeah, Lawson would say the same thing. I wish I was more like you, Tully.’
‘You don’t have to be like me, Agatha. Haven’t you worked out that we like you for you? Come on, we don’t want to be late.’
For a split-second, Agatha just stood and watched Tully walk away.
‘Come on, Agatha!’ Tully had stopped and was smiling back at her friend, and Agatha hurried to catch up.
English class went quickly as they plotted and planned their essay. It wasn’t long before they were back at their lockers, packing to go home. ‘I can’t believe I have to go to tennis training tonight,’ moaned Cora. ‘It’s like a thousand degrees outside.’
‘Well, I was going to go for a bike ride with Dad, but he sent me a message saying he’s stuck at work and it’s going to rain,’ Tully said, looking at her phone. ‘But he’s also taking me and Ike out for pizza. See, Agatha? Upside.’
‘I’m about three chapters behind in Maths,’ said Morgan, ‘so I know what I’ll be doing. What’ve you got planned, Agatha?’
Agatha shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Nothing really.’
‘Oh, I wish that was my life,’ said Morgan.
With their bags packed, they weaved their way down the hallway and out into the hot afternoon sun.
When she found Katherine waiting in her car near the gate, Agatha put her schoolbag on the back seat and opened the passenger door. ‘I think I might walk home, Katherine, if that’s okay.’
‘Are you sure, Agatha? It’s still hot and I think it’s going to rain.’
‘I’ll be fine, Katherine, really. I just need to walk for a bit. I won’t be long. Promise.’
‘Did something happen?’
‘No. That’s just it – nothing happened.’
Katherine seemed to hesitate for a moment and then nodded. ‘Okay. I’ll have a snack waiting for you. You have your phone. Call me if you change your mind. I’ll come and get you.’
Agatha didn’t reply. She didn’t tell Katherine that her phone was still in her schoolbag. She closed the car door and began walking up the street.
Cars came, collected students and left quickly. She didn’t notice Tully wave as her mum’s car headed for home. She didn’t see Cora and Morgan over near the bus stop, sheltering under a tree for shade. She was consumed with a feeling that she didn’t recognise, that she wanted to shake off, but she didn’t know how or why.
‘What’s wrong with me?’ she said out loud, over and over. Agatha put her head down, letting her hair fall down the sides of her face and marched on.




Agatha knew the way home, but that’s not the way she went.
She just kept walking. Crossing at corners, turning left, then right.
The storm clouds loomed overhead, not that Agatha noticed. Large warm drops fell from the clouds, dotting the footpath in front of her, hitting the top of her head, falling on her back. Putting her head down, the drops of rain formed little streams that ran down the strands of her hair.
She kept walking. She could hear the voice of her mother as she searched for something that was lost and the sobs of her father as he tried to forgive himself. Nell and Katherine, so sure this school would be fine and, finally, Tully and her never-wavering friendship. It all swirled around in Agatha’s mind – black dots, the whole page.
When she finally looked up, she found herself a block from the train station. She could hear the trains rattling along, hurrying to get their passengers home. She walked towards it.
Reaching the station, she stopped at the bus shelter out front, the one no buses ever stopped at. The rain was gaining strength, beginning to swirl as the wind picked up. Agatha moved to the shelter and watched the water cascade along the gutter. It gathered up leaves and bits of rubbish and washed them away.
People came and went, running through the rain to get home or to catch a train, no time to worry about the girl seeking shelter at the bus stop.
The afternoon wore on and the storm settled in. The darkness of the clouds, the sheets of rain and the approaching evening gave Agatha a blanket of darkness to hide under.
She wasn’t sad. She wasn’t cold. She wasn’t anything.
This isn’t about them, she thought, any of them. Agatha stood up and paced backwards and forwards, staying under the shelter, but stepping in the puddles that had formed.
‘This isn’t about them,’ she said aloud. ‘This is about me.’ She sat down on the damp bench, tired and depleted.
A car pulled up in front of her, its headlights shining through the rain, through the strands of damp hair that were now stuck to the sides of Agatha’s face. Agatha put her hands up to cover her eyes. She could hear the engine running, the wipers working to clear the rain. She heard footsteps splashing through the water on the ground.
‘Agatha? Are you alright?’
The dark outline of a figure stood between her and the glaring lights. She lowered her hands and pushed her hair back, blinking to clear her vision. She looked at the shoes in front of her. She couldn’t answer.
‘Agatha? You’re soaking wet. Come with me. I’ll take you home.’
‘I don’t have a home. I’m not good enough to have a home. Why wasn’t I good enough for them to love me, to keep going?’
‘Come on.’ A hand reached out for her. ‘Let’s get out of this storm.’
‘No one understands,’ Agatha cried. ‘No one understands what it’s like to be the one left behind.’
‘Take my hand.’
‘I don’t know how to fix them. I’m not good enough, not smart enough.’
‘You’re wrong. I know you’re wrong. You’re not defined by who your parents are, Agatha. You have to trust yourself. Now come on, come with me. Take my hand.’
‘All this time, I thought it was my fault ... ’
‘But it wasn’t. Come with me. Take my hand.’
Agatha looked at the hand being held out in front of her.
‘I just want to be normal, for them to be normal.’
‘You are. Now take my hand.’
Agatha gave in. She reached out and took the outstretched hand that immediately closed around hers. The hand pulled her up and took her to the car. When the passenger door opened, Agatha didn’t resist. She got in and sat, the wipers going back and forth, back and forth. Then the driver’s door opened and she looked over.
Tully’s mother got in. She smiled at Agatha. ‘I’ll take you home. Katherine will be worried sick about you.’
She flicked the car into drive and drove away from the station.




Katherine and Chief flew out the door the moment Celeste pulled into the driveway. With the rain still pounding the ground, Katherine opened the passenger door and helped Agatha out. Celeste got out too and soon the three were in the hallway.
Katherine disappeared for a moment and returned with two towels. She handed one to Celeste and wrapped the other, and her arms, around Agatha. ‘Oh, you’re safe. I was so worried. I tried to call you, but your phone was in your schoolbag.’ She looked at Celeste. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’ Katherine held Agatha, rocking her gently. She could hear the small low sobs coming from her and she wasn’t going to let her go.
‘She was at the station. In that shelter at the front,’ Celeste said.
Katherine nodded. ‘I know the one.’
‘I was driving home and I’d pulled up at the lights. It was just luck that I saw her.’
‘Perfect luck. Thank you.’
‘Did something happen today? At school? I saw her leave. Tully said she wasn’t her usual self today. All quiet and ... ’
Katherine didn’t reply. She gave a small shake of her head.
Celeste’s hand moved to Agatha’s back. She gently rubbed it. ‘Tully told me and her dad everything, Agatha. I was wrong, really wrong about you. I’m sorry.’
Katherine took in a deep breath and mouthed the words, ‘Thank you,’ to Celeste, who nodded.
‘I better go.’ Celeste opened the front door, turned and looked at Agatha one more time, then left.
Katherine stayed in the hall, hugging Agatha, rocking her, until she heard the car drive away. Then she stepped back and held Agatha’s face in her hands.
‘Now, I think you need to have a shower and get into some dry clothes. Then we’ll talk, okay?’
Agatha shrugged.
‘No. No more silent shrugging. You know what the Commander would say.’ Katherine smiled.
‘“I’ll take that as a yes”,’ Agatha said, wiping her face on the corner of the towel.
‘You have a shower and I’ll get dinner organised.’
Katherine listened for the sound of water running in the shower and then went to the kitchen. She picked up her phone and dialled. ‘She’s home ... Yes, so worried ... I know it’s raining, but ... Yes, good for the garden ... But would you like to pop down for dinner? Don’t hurt that foot again ... See you in a minute.’
Katherine got out the cold roast chicken and salad from the fridge and began to set the table. Chief was looking at her, eager for his own share of the chicken. ‘Just needed to call for backup,’ she said, dropping him a small piece of chicken that he caught in mid-air.
When Agatha emerged from her room in dry clothes, her washed hair wrapped in a towel, she walked into the kitchen and stopped. There at the table sat Katherine and Rita.
‘I thought I would join you both for dinner. I brought something we may need.’ In the middle of the table sat the First Aid tin. ‘And, just by chance, I happened to fill it today.’
Agatha moved to her spot at the table. ‘Thanks, Rita.’ She sat down and looked at the plate of chicken and salad in front of her, then she turned her body on the chair, away from the food.
‘What are you thinking about?’ Katherine asked.
‘I feel bad sitting here ... knowing what they’re doing. I think about it all the time. When I have a shower, when we go for walks. I think about this life I have with you and the life they have. And there’s nothing I can do about it.’ Agatha looked at Katherine.
‘Yet,’ Rita said, taking some salad from the bowl in front of her.
Agatha looked at her. ‘What do you mean?’
‘You won’t be this age forever, Agatha. You might not be able to do anything yet, but one day you will. One day. You just have to be patient.’ Rita gently pushed parts of the salad onto her fork.
‘But how will I know what to do?’ asked Agatha, turning back to the table.
Rita shrugged. ‘Do you need to know that now? Can it wait a bit?’
Agatha picked up the bread roll on the side of her plate and picked at it, putting small pieces in her mouth. ‘So, I shouldn’t worry about them, is that what you’re saying?’
‘No. Of course, you’re going to worry about them. My boys are all grown and I still worry about them. I bet Katherine worries about Lawson at times too. That’s what it’s like when you’re a family. What I’m saying is that, right now, your job is to be the best you can be – do well at school, learn from Katherine and Lawson, make friends and, in a couple of years, you could even get a part-time job. That’s how you help them – by living your life the best you can.’
Agatha turned to Katherine. ‘What do you think?’
‘I agree with Rita. I really do. You have to learn to be you,Agatha.’
‘Here.’ Rita had opened the First Aid tin and passed it to Agatha.
She took a purple treat from the tin and set it down beside her plate. Then she let out an exhausted sigh. ‘I used to get so angry at them, you know. Angry because they stopped being my parents, because I couldn’t have friends over, because I lost all the friends I had. I knew everyone was talking about them, saying mean things about them and me, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.’
‘That’s not wrong, Agatha, to be angry.’
‘I feel like it is, Katherine.’
‘It’s how you deal with it. Nell said she would help us work all this stuff out. We just need to give it time.’
Agatha took a long piece of chicken from her plate and lowered her hand under the table. Chief was there waiting.
‘He has you pegged,’ Rita said, leaning back in her chair and letting out a laugh. ‘You’re a real softy, Agatha Grace.’
‘So, you think, when I’m older and have a real job and stuff, I’ll be able to help them?’
‘We’ll be able to help them,’ Katherine said. ‘Lawson and I aren’t going anywhere. The question is, are you?’
Agatha turned in her chair and picked up Chief. Nestling him in her lap as he tried to get closer to the chicken on her plate, she looked at Rita and then at Katherine. ‘If it’s okay with you, Katherine, I’d like to stay here.’
Katherine nodded. ‘Bonne décision.’
‘Right, now that that is all settled, I say let’s finish up here and take the First Aid tin into the sitting room and watch the news,’ Rita said cheerfully.
‘You two go right ahead,’ said Agatha. ‘I have homework to do. Come on, Chief.’
When Agatha left the room, Katherine let out a sigh. ‘Thank you, Rita. I’m new to this parenting thing.’
‘She’s a teenager, Katherine. I can tell you from experience, this is just the start of it.’ Seeing the look of shock on Katherine’s face, Rita picked up the tin and passed it to her. ‘I suggest you get your own First Aid tin.’
Katherine chuckled. ‘Cup of tea?’
Despite the air conditioner keeping the evening heat at bay, a cosy feeling settled over the house, as if it was breathing its own sigh of relief.




‘Lawson sent me a text,’ Katherine said, ‘just before zero six hundred hours. He said to tell you he had a training session at zero five hundred. hours’
‘Really? Nine ... ’
‘Yes. I told you he can be competitive.’
‘Ten ... ’
‘Mind you, he’s also very, very good at bluffing.’
‘Eleven. So ... maybe he ... didn’t train?’
‘Well, that’s the thing about bluffing, it’s hard to know.’
‘Twelve. I’m stopping ... at twenty-five. Did he ... say how ... many he did?’
‘I believe he would see that as classified information,’ Katherine replied. She looked out over the bay. Not a single grey cloud remained after the storm swept out to sea late in the night. She liked the bay. It had its own moods. ‘I’m going to go and sit on the bench while you finish.’
‘Fourteen ... Okay.’
Chief jumped up beside Katherine, keeping an eye on the seagulls and occasionally checking on Agatha.
‘Is something wrong, Katherine?’ Agatha stood by her side, readjusting her cap to capture some wisps of hair that had escaped. Her face was flushed.
‘No, sweetheart. Nothing’s wrong. I think I’m just impatient for the two weeks to be up, so we can all get on with the next part.’
‘I like Lawson. He’s funny,’ Agatha said, picking up Chief and sitting next to Katherine.
Katherine grinned. ‘He is certainly funny. I’m glad the two of you get along.’ She turned on the bench and looked at Agatha. ‘I need to tell you something.’
Agatha’s eyes widened. She looked away from Katherine and stared out at the bay. ‘Okay.’
‘I’m not sure I’ll always get it right, you know. It’s all new to me, raising a child ... not that you can really be called a child anymore.’
‘In a way, it’s new to me too, Katherine. I only have a few memories of what my parents used to be like. I’m so used to looking after myself.’
‘I want you to know that I will never try to replace your mum. That’s not my role.’
‘I know that.’
‘But I also want you to know this, Agatha – whatever happens, our home is your home. Always.’
‘Nell said that once I turn eighteen, I can work out where I want to live, you know. That you don’t have to have me here anymore.’
‘That’s right. We don’t have to, but we want to. This is your home. I can already picture us – Tuesday night dinners, like Rita does with her family, no matter how old you are.’
‘I can picture it too.’
They sat for a moment as morning joggers ran past, the cool bay breeze giving Agatha goosebumps.
‘All right. Enough of this,’ Katherine said, standing up and brushing her hands on her t-shirt. ‘It’s a school day.’ They headed along the path towards home, with Chief at their heels.
‘I thought we would go shopping this weekend, get some things for your bedroom. Do you want to see if Tully wants to come?’
‘That would be great! She loves shopping – I mean, really loves it. I’ll ask her.’
As Agatha showered and then packed her schoolbag, Katherine made her lunch and an extra banana sandwich for Morgan.
When Katherine dropped Agatha at the school gate, Tully was already there waiting. She ran over to the car. ‘Morning, Katherine. I’d love to come shopping! Agatha messaged me this morning. Can we go to Chadstone? Cora and Morgan are going to come too, if that’s okay with you. After we shop, can we go to a movie?’
Katherine started laughing. ‘Sounds like a plan.You girls work it out and I’ll be the taxi. Have a good day.’
As they headed towards their lockers, Agatha felt a lightness in her step, as is she was floating. She realised she was looking at the whole page.
In Home Group, Mr Brown cleared his throat. ‘Rightio. Not much on the bulletin today, folks. There’s a note here to remind you all that parent-teacher conferences will take place at the end of the term.’ The class let out a collective groan. ‘Yes, well, thanks for that feedback – open minds, folks, open minds. Try and see it as a positive.’
‘Wonder if anyone’s gonna show up for you, Ag-ahhh-tharr,’ Jax laughed from behind them. Tully swung around in her chair.
‘Shut it, Jax. No one cares what you think.’
‘Well, obviously you do, Tully,’ he said, grinning at her. ‘And I bet Ag-ahhh-tharr does too.’
‘What’s that, Jax?’ Mr Brown left his desk and came over.
‘Nothin’, Mr Brown, nothin’. I don’t know what Tully’s carryin’ on about.’
‘Tully?’
Tully looked at Jax through squinted eyes, then at Agatha, who had dropped her head. She stood up. ‘You know what, Mr Brown, I’m really tired of Jax having a go at everyone. That’s what was going on. He was having a go at Agatha.’
‘Is that right, Jax?’
‘Tully’s got it all wrong. She’s lost it.’ He threw his arms up in the air and looked around, as if in disbelief.
‘No, I haven’t. And I bet if we asked everyone in this class if they were over you too, they would all agree.’ Tully looked around at the nodding heads.
‘So, you’re tryin’ to get everyone to gang up on me,’ Jax exclaimed. ‘That’s bullyin’, isn’t it, Mr Brown?’
‘I wouldn’t say “bullying”, not this once, but it’s not nice, Tully.’
Tully sat down with a loud ‘humph’.
‘He does it to me every day, Mr Brown.’ It was Agatha’s voice that now spoke up. Mr Brown moved towards her and stood in front of her desk. He placed one hand on the desk and leaned in, with his head slightly to one side.
‘What do you mean, Agatha?’
‘He calls me Ag–ahhh–tharr,’ she said, adding the menacing tone she had come to know from Jax.
‘Every day?’
‘Yes. He’ll walk up behind me and say it or, sometimes, if I look at him across the class, he says it. He said it again before – that’s why Tully said something.’
Mr Brown slowly turned to Jax, folding his arms in front of him. ‘Well?’
‘She’s lyin’.’
‘Let’s find out. Do you have any witnesses, Agatha?’ Before she could answer, Mr Brown turned to the class. ‘Has anyone witnessed Jax doing this to Agatha?’ Nearly every hand in the room shot up. ‘Okay,’ Mr Brown nodded. ‘Well, there seems to be a lot of folks who have heard you, Jax.’
‘They’re all lyin’.’
Mr Brown ignored his protests. ‘Saying it over and over, targeting Agatha, that is bullying, Jax. I think it’s time you and I paid a visit to Mrs Sloane.’ He turned back to Agatha. ‘Well done for speaking up.’
Agatha nodded. She wasn’t sure if she was more pleased about everyone supporting her or about having found the courage to speak up. Either way, she smiled.
By the recess break, Jax had not reappeared. Rumours about him spread throughout the entire Year 8 group. By the time it got back to Tully and Agatha, it had morphed into a whole new story.
‘We should tell them what really happened. What they’re saying is not true,’ Agatha said.
‘Nah. It won’t hurt Jax to think that everyone thinks he’s a crybaby. I really like the part where he fell to his knees and begged to stay.’
‘But he didn’t.’
Tully shrugged. ‘It’s okay, Agatha. By tomorrow, it’ll have blown over. Everyone will be talking about something else. Besides, Jax has started so many rumours about other people that this is a little bit of a payback.’
Agatha felt uneasy. She had been the target of rumours so many times.
There was still no sign of Jax at the lunch break. Agatha was really starting to worry. ‘I’m just going to my locker,’ she said to Tully, as they finished their lunch. Instead, Agatha went to reception and asked Stella if she could see Mrs Sloane.
‘Everything alright?’ Mrs Sloane asked, as she pointed to a chair in her office for Agatha to sit on.
‘I just wanted to find out about Jax. People are saying all sorts of things, and I’m worried he’s in a lot of trouble.’
Mrs Sloane sat back in her chair and adjusted her glasses. ‘So, you’re checking that he’s okay?’
Agatha nodded.
‘You weren’t the first person to complain about him, Agatha, but you were the last straw. Term finishes in a few weeks and he’s had a lot of chances to correct his behaviour, not just this year, but last year as well.’ Mrs Sloane paused and leaned forward on her desk, folding her hands in front of her. ‘He’s gone home today, so he can have a think about it all and he and his parents can decide if this is the right school for him.’
‘I don’t want him to leave because of me. I know what it’s like to have people want you to leave – to be the one no one likes.’
‘I admire your concern, but this is different. You had no choice about what was happening to you. Jax, on the other hand, has made plenty of choices, just not the right ones. He’s had a lot of chances to get himself on the right track.’ Mrs Sloane stood up and Agatha took it as her cue to leave.
As she walked back to Tully, Cora and Morgan, Agatha felt different. She held her head up and pushed her shoulders back. No one stared at her. No one giggled behind their hands at her.
‘Where have you been?’ Tully asked.
Agatha shrugged. ‘Nowhere. But I’m here now and I’m not leaving again.’




‘They’re here! They’re here!’ Agatha called, as she stood on the pier with Chief bouncing around beside her. Lawson stepped off the boat and joined her, as Katherine came out from below deck.
Coming along the pier, half walking, half running, were her three best friends – Tully, Cora and Morgan – full of excitement.
‘Happy birthday, Agatha!’ they cheered, in an unexpected chorus.
‘And how good is it that there’s no more school!’ said Tully, flinging her arms into the air with joy. ‘Did your report come, Agatha? Mine arrived this morning. I bet you got all As. I nearly did – one B.’
‘I haven’t looked yet – we’ve been so busy getting the boat ready. Come onboard.’ Agatha stepped off the pier onto the boat and the others quickly followed, Tully’s dad bringing up the rear.
‘Welcome aboard, ladies and Ed,’ said Lawson.
‘Thanks for the invitation, Lawson. I’ve always wanted to learn how to sail,’ said Ed. ‘Plus, I think you need me – the teenagers have you outnumbered.’
‘Hey, Lawson, aren’t you meant to say, “Welcome aboard, me hearties”?’ asked Morgan.
‘That’s pirates, Morgan. We’re the Navy.’
‘Well, what about “abandon ship” or “batten down the hatches”? Do you say those in the Navy?’
‘Yes, but let’s hope we don’t have to say either of them today.’
‘We have something for each of you.’ Agatha took three Navy caps from a small bag, handing one to each of her friends.
‘And life jackets,’ said Katherine, helping each girl to get theirs securely on.
‘Now, come on, I’ll give you a tour of the boat. Follow me below deck,’ Agatha said to the others, and they disappeared.
Katherine joined Lawson and Ed. ‘Well, this is going to be a perfect birthday – the sun is shining and there’s a good breeze, good friends and a good cake.’
‘Let’s set sail, shall we? Make the most of it,’ said Lawson. ‘Ed, do want to untie us from the pier?’
‘Aye, aye, Captain.’
‘It’s “aye, aye, Commander”,’ said Agatha with a soft chuckle. The girls had emerged from below deck, each with something to eat from the food Katherine had prepared in the galley.
‘Just don’t fall in, Dad,’ said Tully.
‘I’ll do my best.’
‘Does he mean he’s going to do his best to fall in or not fall in?’ asked Cora.
‘Could be either,’ laughed Tully.
As they left the pier, the girls sat behind Agatha as she steered the boat towards the middle of the bay, Lawson standing close by.
Katherine and Ed sat along the edge. ‘Just keep your eye on that boom, Ed,’ Katherine warned.
Chief was near the front of the boat, as if pointing them in the right direction. ‘Look at Chief at the bow,’ Agatha said to the others.
‘He has always loved sailing and that’s his favourite spot. More to the left, Agatha, gently now,’ said Lawson.
‘I hear Agatha has been elected to the Student Council for next year,’ Ed said to Katherine.
‘Yes. We are really proud of her.’
‘She’s a great kid, and smart too, if that win she and Tully had at the science competition is anything to go by! Science Camp in the new year.’
Katherine nodded and looked at Agatha. ‘Yes. She’s worked hard, Ed, but we have Tully and the others to thank too. They have been the best thing for her – true friends.’ She turned to Lawson and called out, ‘How’s she going, Commander?’
‘How are you going, Agatha?’ Lawson asked.
‘It’s great steering, Lawson. I can see the whole bay!’
‘Excellent. Well, I’ll sit back and relax and leave you in charge.’
‘Aye, aye, Commander! I have it all under control.’
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