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The piercing beep of the alarm clock jolts me awake. I force 

myself to get out of bed, inwardly cursing whoever decided 

that school would start at 8.30 am. 

I tread barefoot and shivering down the hallway to the 

bathroom, brush my teeth, and glance at the bleary-eyed 

guy in the mirror. Medium height. A little on the skinny 

side. Light brown hair.

I dress for school, my uniform stiff and uncomfortable 

after the two-week winter break, most of which I spent 

nose-deep in books.

The kitchen is quieter than it used to be. I still notice this 

daily, even though it’s been nine months since Dad died. He 

always listened to the morning news.

I fight the familiar tug of grief. If I gave into it, I might go 

back to bed and never get up. 

“Hi, Jamie,” says Oscar.
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“Morning, bro. Morning, Mum.”

“Good morning, Jamie.” 

“Hey, Oscar,” I say, “your shirt is on the wrong way 

around.” 

It used to be Dad who made sure Oscar’s hair was brushed 

and his clothes on properly. Now it’s all on Mum.

“Take it off and put it on again,” says Mum, mashing egg 

for Oscar’s sandwich. 

Oscar ignores her. He’s crouching by the sink, tying and 

untying his shoelaces.

“I can make his lunch,” I say. But I already know she’ll 

refuse my help. 

“No need,” Mum says, a stoic expression on her face. 

A part of me wishes she’d let me help. A bigger part is 

glad she won’t. The mornings are rushed enough as it is. I 

grab a pile of books from the kitchen table and cram them 

into my schoolbag.

“I can give you a lift after the bus leaves,” Mum offers as 

she wraps Oscar’s sandwich. 

“That’s okay,” I say, through a mouthful of toast, “I’d 

rather walk.” Which isn’t exactly true, but I don’t want to 

be an added burden on Mum. Besides, who knows how long 

it will be till Oscar is ready. The bus that will take him to 

New Haven Special School will wait for him, but my maths 

teacher, Mrs Malone, will not wait for me. 

“Bye, bro,” I say, holding my hand out to high-five  

Oscar. 

He lets go of the shoelace and reaches up to high-five me 

back. “Twenty days till my birthday,” he says. 
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Mum smiles as she zips up his bag. “What would you like 

to do for your birthday?”

“A party,” says Oscar. “A big—”

 “Bye Jamie,” he calls as I head for the door.

I sprint down sleepy streets, past single and double-storey 

houses with neat front gardens. 

The traffic thickens when I hit the main road. Hampton 

Street shopping strip is on my right, but most of the shops 

don’t open till ten. I head left, towards Milton College, 

reach the school with one minute to spare and rush to the 

classroom. 

The massive bulk of Ethan Chandler is blocking the 

doorway, forcing me to push my way past. He snarls at 

me and I glare right back, but our mutual hostility is so 

automatic I almost don’t notice it.

I sit down at the same desk I sat in last term. Dan Nguyen, 

my best mate since we bonded over a mutual but f leeting 

obsession with spiders on the first day of primary school, 

slides his short, skinny frame into the seat beside me. 

“Almost drowned in the holidays,” he says, a little 

breathless.

“What! Why?” 

“My marks were below C-level.”

I let out a groan. 

The class falls silent as Mrs Malone enters. She does a 

quick tour of the room collecting homework. 

“Where’s yours?” she asks Dan.

“I ate it,” he says. “You said it was a piece of cake.”

A few of us chuckle.
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Mrs Malone rolls her eyes, unamused. She writes some 

complex equations on the board and starts to explain them. 

Ten minutes into the lesson, there’s a knock on the door 

and a girl comes in. She’s slim and delicate with honey-

blonde hair that reaches her shoulders. 

She looks around the room and our eyes meet brief ly. 

For the first time since Dad died, something stirs inside me 

– a sense of excitement I’d almost forgotten.

“Is this Year 10 accelerated?” Her voice is soft and 

tinkling. 

“Yes,” says Mrs Malone, her face brightening at the 

prospect of another pupil. “This is accelerated maths.” 

In Year 10 accelerated, we do Year 12 maths and two 

other Year 12 subjects of our choice, as well as two Year 11 

subjects and Year 10 English. That way, by the time we reach 

Year 12, we can take university subjects for extra points. 

“Are you Zara Bennett?” Mrs Malone asks.

The girl nods. 

“Good. Glad you managed to find the room. It’s a bit of a 

maze, this school. Take a seat, Zara.”

Every desk in the room is taken except for the one 

that’s right beside Chandler. As Zara sits down beside him, 

Chandler looks her up and down, his gaze brazen. I have a 

strong urge to hurl him out of the window.

In my peripheral vision, I see dark-haired Felicity 

Taylor with her cynical smile. She’s watching me watching 

Chandler. Strange to think I once had a f leeting crush on 

her . . . 

I turn my attention back to Zara. 
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She catches me staring. I give her a slight, embarrassed 

smile, then look away.

It’s hard to concentrate on maths. I keep glancing at Zara. 

After the lesson, I dawdle outside the classroom door. 

But it’s Mrs Malone, not Zara, who comes out first. “How 

are things at home, Jamie?” The teachers always speak to 

me as if they’ve been given explicit instructions to be kind. 

While I’m telling Mrs Malone that we’re managing fine, 

Zara slips past silently and disappears. 

Outdoors at lunchtime, Dan and I head to the oval, ignoring 

the cold.

“How did your break go?” 

“Torture,” says Dan. “My mum practically locked me in 

my room. At least I wasn’t actually handcuffed to my desk.”

I shake my head, not sure how much he’s exaggerating. 

“What did you do in there for all those hours?”

“Mostly practised my stand-up. I’ve been working on a 

new routine.”

“Can’t wait to see it.” 

Dan’s a regular at Platform 15 ¾, a monthly open mike 

event for under eighteens.

“So, did you manage to get any studying done?”

“Almost none,” he says. “Luckily, my mum has no idea. 

As long as I’m in my room, she thinks I’m studying.”

“She’s going to realise at some point.”

“Yeah, don’t rub it in.” He lets out a sigh. “God, I hate the 

idea of accelerated learning. I mean, what’s the rush? What 
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the hell is the point?” 

I used to think there wasn’t one, but that was before Dad 

died. Now, I’m aiming to get into a top university, finish 

studying and get a well-paying job as soon as possible to help 

with the family’s finances. I know Dad had life insurance 

and Mum did get some money after he died, but it won’t last 

forever, especially since she decided to use a huge chunk of 

it on my education.

But while I actually like the accelerated class, Dan has 

been complaining about it all year. 

“Why don’t you ask to swap classes?” I suggest.

“You know my mum. She’d never agree.”

“You can’t know that for sure.”

Dan ignores this. “So, my new routine will focus on my 

daily life,” he says, changing the subject, “but also on my 

ethnicity, because that’s mainly what people seem to see. 

Can I run some of it by you?” 

“Go for it, mate.” 

“Hi, I’m Dan. I was born in Melbourne and even people 

who know that ask where I’m from. What they mean is, 

what’s your ancestry? ‘Vietnamese,’ I tell them. ‘Hide your 

dogs and cats,’ I say.” 

The way Dan delivers this line is heavily accented and 

over the top. I crack up laughing. 

“People find it hard to believe I’m actually vegetarian. 

Now, this isn’t the 1970s,” he continues. “You’d think people 

would know better by now, but yesterday, this skip came up 

to me at school and said, ‘Will you do my homework?’ ‘Why 

should I do your homework?’ I asked. ‘You’re Asian,’ he said. 



7

‘You like homework.’ “

“I’m still polishing the rest.” 

“It’s good,” I say.

For the rest of lunchtime, Dan and I laugh at each other’s 

jokes regardless of whether or not they’re funny. 

When I get home from school, Oscar is sitting at the 

kitchen table drinking the spicy almond milk Mum makes 

him each day. His face lights up when he sees me. 

“Apple cake?” asks Mum. “There’s one freshly made.”

“There’s been a lot of cake around lately,” I say, as I take 

a slice. 

“Baking is a kind of therapy for me.” This is the closest 

she’s ever come to mentioning Dad. 

The cake sticks in my throat. I want to say, I miss him too. 

But I can’t bring myself to talk about Dad. We seem to have 

an unspoken agreement not to mention him. 

But that doesn’t mean we don’t think about him. I’m not 

sure about Oscar though. He doesn’t talk about Dad and 

inuendoes go over his head.

I push the remaining cake around my plate, unsure how 

to dispel the tension of everything we never say. 

“What’s wrong?” asks Oscar. 

“Nothing,” Mum says firmly, eyeing the clock. “Time for 

swimming, Oscar.”

Oscar’s the busiest person I know.

After they’ve left, the house goes quiet and I know it will 

stay that way till they get home. Dad won’t be walking in 

the door like he used to, saying, “Time to wind down.” He 
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won’t start playing his guitar and singing in his rich, deep 

baritone. 

I go to my room, where the blinds are still down. I open 

them – just enough to let the light in. My window overlooks 

the one-and-a-half metre stretch of grass between our house 

and the neighbour’s fence, which, like the rest of the garden, 

is now overgrown and full of weeds. 

I open my books and soon I’m immersed in the events 

leading up to the Second World War.

At 6 pm, after an hour of homework, I head off to 

Centenary Park Basketball Club, where I’ve been coaching 

the adult all-abilities basketball team – sixteen and overs 

– every Monday afternoon for over a year. I first started 

helping out at the club because I knew how badly they 

needed volunteers, but now it gets me out of our too-quiet 

house and away from my desk. Stops me moping in my 

room. 

And I like being useful. 

I high-five Michael Vincent, who’s been coaching the 

team for longer than me, and look around for Tammy, the 

schoolteacher who comes to help out when she can. When 

Tammy can’t make it, we try to get Lucy, Michael’s older 

sister, because we need a decent ratio of abled to disabled.

The team members trickle in. The youngest is sixteen  

and the oldest sixty-five. While they differ in their  

disabilities, most are mildly disabled both physically and 

intellectually. 

We start them off walking round the court, then jogging 

from one end to the other. Then they take it in turns to 
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dribble the ball. Twenty minutes in, we line them up, and 

they each have a turn at shooting the ball. Every one of 

them gets it in the net. Michael, Tammy and I applaud. 

A few of their parents are sitting on the sidelines and 

they too cheer loudly, not just for their own child but for 

every player

“Fuck! Fuck off!” Gordon has Tourette syndrome and 

can’t control what comes out of his mouth. 

I put my hand on his shoulder. “Take a deep breath, 

Gordon.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Justin pushing 

Samantha. Michael is there in a heartbeat, steering him 

away, while Tammy makes sure Samantha’s okay.

“Okay, nothing to look at here.” Tammy’s voice carries 

across the court. “Back to shooting goals.”

Later, Michael divides them into teams. “Keep Justin 

away from Samantha,” I quietly remind him as we start a 

game.

“Yep, onto it,” Michael answers.

When the players’ parents come to collect them, I can’t 

help thinking, They have a dad and I don’t. I don’t begrudge 

them their fathers; I just miss my own. I wonder if I’ll ever 

get used to it, the fact that he’s never coming back. I can’t let 

my sadness show. I have to be cheerful when I say goodbye 

to the team. I hug each one in turn, except for the few who 

don’t like hugs. They get a slap on the back instead. As I 

smile and wave, I feel like I’m acting in a play.

I’ll continue the act if I have to. I don’t want Mum to 

know how I’m feeling. 

When I get home, she’s so busy giving Oscar dinner 
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and making sure he gets in the shower, she doesn’t really  

notice me.

Once again, I bury myself in homework. It dulls the pain.

I go to bed around eleven, but wake up thirsty a few hours 

later. I turn the light on in the kitchen and pour myself a 

glass of water. That’s when I hear it. I tiptoe down the 

hallway to Mum’s bedroom. Her door is closed. There it is 

again – a muff led sob. 

Mum’s been putting on a brave face ever since Dad died, 

but this isn’t the first time I’ve heard her crying in her room 

when she thinks I’m asleep. 

Should I knock and go in, or go back to bed? 

I’m torn between wanting to give her privacy and 

wanting to comfort her. I understand her need to appear 

strong. Neither of us wants to burden the other with our 

grief. Or maybe it feels safer to keep it inside.

I head back to my own room, careful not to make a sound. 

I’m ashamed to admit, even to myself, that sometimes I wish 

I could curl up in my mother’s arms and cry.

Three nights of homework have paid off, because on 

Thursday Mrs Malone chooses me.

“Jamie, can you fill Zara in on the maths we did in  

the first semester?” She says this out loud, so everyone  

hears.

“Sure.” I aim for nonchalant and try not to betray the 
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thump of excitement in my chest. Now I’ve got the perfect 

excuse to speak to Zara. 

Dan leans towards me and lowers his voice. “Can I 

borrow your homework?” 

“Sure. Did you manage to get any of the problems done?”

“I would have, but I’ve already got problems of my own.” 

He gives me his trademark grin. 

“What? Oh!” I can’t help laughing. Mrs Malone scowls 

in our direction. When she looks away again, I slide my 

answers over to Dan.

Zara comes up to me after class. Up close, she is even 

prettier than I realised. She has a cute smattering of freckles 

over her nose and her blue eyes are f lecked with gold. 

We walk to the lockers together. 

“It must be tough,” I say, “moving mid-year.”

Zara shrugs. “I didn’t have a choice. My dad had to move 

here for work.” My stomach clenches. It must show on my 

face. “Did I say something wrong?” she asks.

“No.” I shake my head, look away. “It’s just . . . my dad 

died last year.” This is the first time I’ve said it out loud 

and saying it feels wrong, as if I’m somehow condoning his 

death. 

“I’m so sorry, Jamie.” She pauses, like she’s trying to work 

out what to say. “I can’t imagine how awful it must be to lose 

your dad. What was he like?”

How do you capture a person in words? Dad was 

easygoing, tolerant. Hardly anything fazed him. He was 

a great father and very supportive of my mum. Fiercely 

protective of his family, especially of Oscar. Two or three 
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times a year, he’d go overseas for a week or so. Mum coped 

fine on her own. And it was never for long. Ten days at most. 

Zara’s waiting for an answer.

“He imported foreign foods,” I say.

Zara watches my face and waits for me to elaborate. 

“I couldn’t have asked for a better dad.” 

I’m lost without him. And I miss him every single day.

“He died unexpectedly,” I say. “He had a heart attack, 

on his way back from Hong Kong.” I don’t think I can talk 

about it a second longer, because it’s like opening a wound, 

each word making it a little deeper. “Do you want to come 

to my place after school to go over the maths?” 

“Sure,” she says. 

I’m waiting for Zara at the school gates when Chandler 

walks by. I left my jacket at home and I’m rubbing my arms, 

trying to keep warm. 

“You look like shit, Anderson. What is it? Maths too hard 

for you?” 

I f lip him the bird. 

“’Cos your brother’s a retard,” the jerk continues. “And 

you must have at least some identical genes.” 

I know this doesn’t merit a response, but if I say nothing, 

I feel I’m letting Oscar down. “My brother has Down 

syndrome. What’s your excuse?” 

Chandler smirks and doesn’t answer. 

The first time he called Oscar a retard, about four years 

ago, I shoved him so hard he actually fell. Biggest mistake of 
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my life. It showed him I cared, so now he makes a habit of it. 

He’s smart enough to be in the accelerated class, so I 

assume he has a brain somewhere inside that thick skull of 

his. But how can someone brainy be so dumb? 

Jerks like him don’t deserve their intelligence. 

“It must be hard being part-retard,” Chandler says with 

a sneer. 

Zara joins me just after he leaves and I forget about 

Chandler. 

“It’s about a thirty-minute walk,” I say. Felicity Taylor 

hurries past and our eyes meet for a second before I look 

away. 

“I heard you used to hang out together,” Zara says. She’s 

been at this school exactly four days. 

“Good to know the Year 10 grapevine is in impeccable 

shape.”

Zara laughs. “She’s pretty,” she says, watching Felicity 

walk ahead, dark hair bouncing behind her. 

Once, I would have agreed, but disliking someone 

changes the way you see them.

“So, how’s your first week going?” I ask, as we walk 

down Hampton Street. I don’t want to waste another second 

on Felicity Taylor.

“Better than expected,” Zara says. “I was kind of dreading 

it, but it’s been okay.”

We fall into step, our feet tapping an upbeat rhythm on 

the footpath. There’s so much I want to know about her.

“What subjects are you taking?” Schoolwork, really? 

But Zara’s phone rings before she has a chance to answer. 
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“Sorry, Jamie. I have to take this.” 

“No problem.”

She moves a little away from me, towards the fence, and 

I amble onto the nature strip.

The phone call ends. She turns to me and says, “I’m really 

sorry, but I have to go.”

At lunchtime the following day, once again there’s no sign of 

Zara and I hang out with Dan. His jokes are half-hearted and 

he isn’t even laughing at mine. I hate seeing him miserable.

“Maybe you should talk to your mum about swapping 

classes. Tell her you don’t like the pressure.”

Dan lets out a snort. “Ha! As if she’d care!”

Mr Larch, our English teacher and year level coordinator, 

passes us as we head out of the building towards the oval.  

“A word, Jamie,” he says. 

Dan waits while I go to find out what Mr Larch wants, 

though I’ve already got a fair idea. 

“Have you gone to see Mr Patterson yet?” 

If I could place bets on Mr Larch’s predictability, I could 

make a fortune. 

I shake my head. “I’m okay,” I say.

“Nevertheless,” he says, “the death of a parent is 

traumatic, and it’s the school’s job to provide support.”

I know he means well, but he can’t make me speak to 

the counsellor. And I don’t see the point. It’s not as if Mr 

Patterson can bring Dad back. 

Look, Mr Larch, I want to say, your focus is wrong. You should 
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be looking at Dan. Why don’t you tell him to go see the counsellor? 

He’s the one who’s stressed.

I’m tempted to say all this out loud, but Dan, who is a 

forgiving sort of guy, would never forgive me if I did.

“I’ll think about it,” I lie. 

“I really hope so,” says Mr Larch. 

When I get back to Dan, he’s staring, unseeing, into 

the distance. Just as I think I’ll be spending the rest of the 

lunchbreak trying to get him to crack a smile, he perks up 

and starts talking about stand-up. 

“Last time I performed, I said I was Vietnamese. And this 

kid stands up and says, “Were you in the Vietnam War?” I 

mean, seriously? How old do I look?”

I let out a chuckle. “That’s funny,” I say. “You should use 

it in your next routine.”

We’re heading back to class when I spot Zara in the 

distance. “See you later, Dan.” I run to catch up with her. 

“Zara?”

She turns and her face lights up. 

My heart gives a f lip and my facial muscles seem to have 

a mind of their own. I feel like I’m grinning weirdly. “When 

will you have time to go over the maths?”

We reschedule for Tuesday. “I won’t bail on you this 

time,” she promises.

“Good to know.” 

Tuesday afternoon, Zara and I walk down Hampton Street 

again. Cars zip by, and the occasional bike. We turn off 
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the main road and into a side street. The sound of traffic  

recedes. 

Zara’s talking books. She’s an eclectic reader, like me.

“Favourite movie?” I ask her.

“What’s Eating Gilbert Grape.” 

“No way!” I say. 

Zara has a delicate rose-like scent about her and, as we 

continue talking books and movies, I wonder how anyone 

can smell so good at the end of a day. 

The thirty-minute walk to Trent Street feels like five. “I 

live down the other end.” “Nice street,” she says. 

Is it? I’m so used to seeing it, I’m not sure I ever really 

looked. 

The crabapple trees lining the street are bare, but maybe 

they have a certain appeal. With Zara beside me, everything 

looks better than usual. I slow down deliberately, wanting 

her to myself awhile longer.

“Lived here long?” she asks, when we reach my house.

“All my life.” The single-storey brown-brick house, built 

in the seventies, is so familiar I don’t usually notice it. Now, 

I try to see it through Zara’s eyes. Wrestling with my key in 

the lock, I’m glad I’m showing her where I live. 

The front door opens into a house that hasn’t been 

renovated since before I was born. Scratched timber 

f loorboards stretch the length of the hallway. The first 

room on the left is Mum’s bedroom. Then comes Oscar’s 

bedroom, with my room after that. All the doors on the left 

are closed. On the right is the living room, with a fireplace 

we never use and worn tan wall-to-wall carpet, like in the 



17

bedrooms. At the back of the house is the kitchen, where 

Oscar is loudly slurping his almond milk.

I have a f lashback of the day Felicity Taylor came 

over, after we’d been hanging out at school for a couple 

of months. When I introduced her to Oscar, he held out 

his hand and she took a step back, as if she thought Down 

syndrome might be contagious. A moment later, she gave 

his hand a half-hearted shake, but she looked so awkward 

and uncomfortable, and anyway, it was too late by then. 

She’d already failed the Oscar test. 

I put all my friends through the Oscar test. Anyone who 

can’t be natural around him doesn’t last long. 

Oscar is super excited to see me. He literally jumps up 

and down. 

“Zara, meet Oscar. Oscar, meet Zara.”

Oscar holds out his hand. 

Nan would have been pleased. Oscar is very trusting and 

affectionate, and he used to hug almost everyone he ever 

met. It was Nan who taught him to shake hands instead. 

“Don’t hug strangers,” she told him. “Other people don’t. 

You shouldn’t either.” 

Oscar adored Nan. He cried for six hours straight when 

she died. 

Zara clasps his hand in both her own. “It’s great to meet 

you, Oscar.” There’s no awkwardness at all. She’s aced the 

Oscar test. 

“Are you Jamie’s girlfriend?” Oscar asks grinning.

“What?” asks Zara. 

Oscar repeats the question but I’m not sure Zara has 
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understood it. It can be challenging for people who don’t 

know Oscar to understand what he says. His tongue is thick 

and f loppy, and the inside of his mouth small, which make it 

hard for him to speak.

“Where’s Mum?” I ask.

“In her office,” says Oscar.

“Zara, come meet her.” 

Mum’s “office” – a room that was added to the back of 

the house by the previous owners – is just off the kitchen. 

The door is open and Mum is at her desk by the window, 

writing notes.

“Mum, this is Zara. She’s new to the school and new to 

Melbourne.”

“I hope you like it here,” says Mum, standing to greet her. 

“Thanks.” Zara takes in the two-seater couch, the oval-

shaped table and the two comfortable armchairs. “I love this 

room.” She looks at the quotes, mantras and affirmations on 

the walls: 

Be yourself. Everyone else is already taken. Oscar Wilde

Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself. 

George Bernard Shaw

If it doesn’t challenge you, it won’t change you. Fred deVito

And my personal favourite: Be fearless in the pursuit of what 

sets your soul on fire. Though in my case, I’m yet to figure out 

just what that is. 

“Mum’s a life coach,” I say. 

I’m not a hundred per cent sure what a life coach does, 

but I’ve heard her talking to clients when she thinks I’m not 

home. She says things like, This is a judgement-free zone, and 
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If it feels light, then it’s right. She’s also a great listener. Her 

clients adore her.

“What’s the difference between a life coach and a 

counsellor or a therapist?” Zara asks.

“Well,” says Mum, “we don’t do too much delving into 

the past. We identify the beliefs that are holding our clients 

back and try to replace them with other beliefs that help 

them achieve their goals.”

We follow Mum back into the kitchen. “Carrot cake? I 

made it this morning.”

Zara, Oscar and I wolf down cake and juice. 

Zara looks around the kitchen walls that are decorated with 

Oscar’s drawings and some old swimming certificates of mine, 

stuck on with Blu Tack. Her eyes linger on a picture of our 

family – one with Dad in it – that Oscar drew about a year ago. 

“Did you do that?” she asks him. 

Oscar nods.

“I love it,” she says.

Oscar grins. “I love it too.”

A moment later, Oscar starts talking again, but he’s 

incomprehensible. 

“Finish what’s in your mouth and try again,” I  

interrupt him. 

He swallows too quickly and starts coughing, drinks 

some juice and starts again: “I have swimming on Monday, 

basketball on Tuesday – that’s today – dance on Wednesday, 

drumming on Thursday, speech therapy on Friday.” He 

ticks the activities off on his fingers, but gets confused and 

runs out of fingers.
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The doorbell rings and Mum goes to open the door.  

“Hi, Georgia. Hi, Barney.”

“Oscar,” she calls, her voice falsely cheerful. “Barney and 

his mum are here. It’s time for basketball.” 

Oscar won’t budge until he’s finished giving Zara the 

rundown on his daily routine. “Cooking and swimming on 

Saturday and soccer on Sunday.” 

“Sounds like you do a lot.” Zara must have got the gist of 

what he’s been saying, even if she hasn’t understood every 

word.

“I love having plans. It’s twelve days till my birthday,” he 

adds, and heads for the door.

“Bye, Oscar,” I say.

“Bye, Oscar,” says Zara. “It was great to meet you.”

I’m alone with Zara. My heart speeds up; I can feel it 

beating. 

We move to the dining room table and open our 

textbooks. I show her exactly what she’s missed since the 

start of the year. 

“It’s only numbers,” she says. “And if you think about it, 

it usually makes sense.”

After a while, we close our books and put them away. 

“Let me know if you need more help.” I give her my 

number and she enters the digits into her phone. A moment 

later, my phone beeps and her message comes through: 

Thank you.

I’m stoked when I see it. “You’re welcome,” I say, and 

add her to my contacts list, ridiculously pleased to have her 

number. “I’ll walk you home, so you don’t get lost.”
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“I never get lost. I use GPS.” She’s already tapping her 

address into her phone. “Although . . .”

“What?”

“I’d love you to walk me home. If you’ve got time.”

I’ve got a maths test tomorrow, from which Zara is 

exempt, an English essay to write and a mountain of 

homework piled up on my desk. 

“Great,” I say.

Once again, we walk in sync. Zara still looks as fresh as she 

did in the morning, her hair as silky smooth as if it had just 

been brushed. 

“You know,” she says, as we head towards Hampton 

Street, “I’m glad you told me about your dad the other day.” 

“Really? Why?” 

“Most people pretend that everything’s perfect, that 

their lives are fine. But you didn’t do that. You were real.” 

She kicks a stone on the footpath. 

“I don’t usually talk about him,” I admit. 

“Why not?” 

It’s hard to explain. “When he died, my Facebook page 

was f looded with ‘Likes’ and frowns. I was going through 

the worst experience of my life and people responded with 

emoticons.” 

“I guess they meant well,” Zara says. 

“Yeah, but . . . Anyway, I deactivated my account. All my 

accounts. Snapchat, Instagram. People think it’s weird that 

I’m not on social media.”
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“It is a bit,” Zara agrees. “But there’s no law that says you 

have to be. I think it makes you an individual.” 

“Thanks,” I say. 

“But don’t you feel . . . disconnected?” she asks.

“I guess it didn’t feel like real connection.” 

“I know what you mean.” Zara tosses her hair off her 

face. I have a sudden urge to reach out and touch it.

“At school,” I continue, oddly compelled to confide in her, 

“everyone kept their distance. Except Dan – he was the one 

person who was always around. For the first three weeks 

after my dad died, Dan came over every evening and stayed 

till I was tired enough to fall asleep. He never missed a single 

day, even though he got blasted by his mum for ignoring his 

schoolwork.”

Zara nods. “Sounds like he’s a really good friend.” 

“The best,” I say. 

“Do you guys talk about everything?” Zara asks.

“Except for my dad.” 

Zara raises a quizzical eyebrow. 

“You’re the first person I’ve mentioned him to. You’re . . 

. easy to talk to.”

“So are you.”

The main road is busy. We stop at a crossing and wait for 

the walk sign. It f lashes green and we cross the road. A few 

minutes later, we turn a corner. 

“This is my street.” 

Almond Crescent. The houses here are in good condition, 

with neat, well-kept gardens. Zara’s house is red brick, with 

windowsills painted a dark charcoal.
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We pause at the gate. I don’t want to leave, but I can’t 

think of an excuse to stay. 

I’m about to say goodbye when Zara says, “Come in and 

meet my family.”

I follow her up a shrub-lined path and into the house.

“Mum, I’m home.” 

“How was school?” Her mother’s voice comes from 

another room. 

“Good,” says Zara, as her mum appears. “This is Jamie.”

“Nice to meet you, Jamie. I’m Katie.” Katie’s eyes are 

tired but friendly.

“Where’s Hayley?” Zara asks.

“In the den.”

The “den” is a comfortable room with a large couch 

covered in cushions, an armchair, a beanbag, and a large TV. 

A girl is in there, walking about on tiptoes, apparently lost 

in a world of her own. She’s a blonder, paler version of Zara, 

and appears to be a few years younger. 

“Hayley?” says Zara.

Hayley gives a f leeting glance in Zara’s direction, then 

turns back to the window. 

“Hayley, this is Jamie.”

Hayley turns her head and looks straight past me, as if 

I’m not there. She starts swaying from side to side, her eyes 

unfocused.

“Hi,” I say. She doesn’t answer.

“How was your day?” Zara asks.

Hayley doesn’t reply. And I realise that Zara and I are 

both members of the same club – the Siblings-of-People-
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with-Disabilities Club. We have an automatic affinity. 

In the kitchen, Zara pours me a glass of water. “Hayley’s 

on the spectrum,” she says. “Sometimes she responds, 

sometimes she doesn’t.” 

“I don’t know much about autism,” I admit, as I picture 

the girl I just met – thin, ethereal, not quite of this world. 

Zara looks at me thoughtfully, as if she’s weighing up 

how much to explain. “I think the world is confusing  

and . . . overwhelming for people with autism,” she says 

at last. “They don’t understand other people or the world 

around them and they have a kind of sensory overload. 

There’s all this stuff coming at them. They can’t filter it out, 

but they can’t make sense of it. And they’re emotionally 

isolated.

“At least nowadays,” she continues, “there’s an awareness 

of what autism is. If you were severely autistic, say, a hundred 

years ago, people would think you were crazy or stupid, 

or both, and you’d be locked up in an institution for your  

entire life.”

“That happened to people with Down syndrome too. It 

was just assumed they could never learn, which became a 

self-fulfilling prophecy – they weren’t taught anything, so 

could never achieve anything. No one cared about them. 

They had miserable lives.” 

Zara nods. “I guess we should be grateful times have 

changed.”

Zara’s mum enters the kitchen carrying a laundry basket 

filled with clean clothes. I catch a whiff of f loral-scented 

detergent. 
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“I hope you’re not too hungry,” she says to Zara. “Dinner’s 

not ready yet.” She puts down the laundry basket and starts 

chopping vegetables, while Zara folds laundry. 

Through the window, I see the darkening sky. It’s almost 

five-thirty. Mum and Oscar will be back soon. I should be 

getting home.

Zara walks out with me. We’re standing on the footpath 

and I’m about to leave when I notice something I’d missed 

before. A narrow stretch of garden runs the length of Zara’s 

house, and in the back corner of the property is a shed. 

“What is it?” asks Zara.

“The shed. It’s the one Dad wanted.” I’m clawing at 

the wound again, making it a little bigger, but still I keep 

talking. “He’d planned to order it when he got back from 

Hong Kong.” I realise I’m blinking back tears, and laugh to 

cover my embarrassment. “I guess every man wants a shed.”

“Not my dad,” says Zara. “That shed was his present to 

me when we moved here.”

“To you?”

“For my artwork,” she says shyly.

“You brought it here from Adelaide?”

Zara nods. “Along with all our other stuff. We brought 

almost everything we owned. It was cheaper than buying 

it again. And better for Hayley. She needs familiar things 

around her.” 

“Can I see your work?” 

“I’ll show you some of it,” she says. 
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I follow her along the side of the house.

Zara opens the door. Inside, multiple canvases face the 

walls or are stacked up, one behind the other. She’d need 

a whole gallery to display them. Not a single painting is 

immediately visible.

“It looks like you’re hiding them,” I say.

“Maybe I am.” She’s standing beside me, just inside the 

shed door, arms wrapped around herself – and I sense it’s not 

only because of the cold. “I’m not sure they’re any good.”

“I won’t be able to tell. I don’t know anything about art.”

She laughs, then spreads a few of the paintings out and 

turns them to face me. “There,” she says, somewhat self-

consciously. “That’s me on display.”

“Is it?”

“Well, yeah. All art ref lects the artist’s own, internal 

world.”

I look at one canvas after another. Some of her paintings 

are individual pieces and others are part of a series. There’s 

a locked-door series – in each painting, the door is placed in 

a different position, but always a single person is blocked off 

by it, unable to reach the group of people on the other side. 

I’m completely bowled over.

“Wow!” is all I manage to say. But she deserves more 

than a single word. I try again. “I always thought there were 

only two kinds of art – the old-fashioned kind that requires 

skill, and useful at a time that predated cameras–”

“You mean realism,” she says.

“Okay. And modern art, some of which looks like it 

was produced in kindergarten – splotches on a canvas, or 
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weird geometrical shapes. I know it’s meant to be deep and 

meaningful, but there’s always a long-winded explanation 

about how and why it’s deep and meaningful, which seems 

to me to defeat the purpose.”

Zara is laughing. “There’s more than two kinds. There’s 

painterly art, expressionism, impressionism, fauvism, 

photorealism, surrealism, decorative, contemporary, 

vintage . . . Shall I go on?” 

Her laughter’s contagious; I’m laughing too. “Told you 

I know nothing about art,” I say. “But my point is, yours 

is different.” And I mean it. With Zara’s art, I can tell right 

away what she’s trying to say. 

“Art is communication,” she says, suddenly shy, “and 

my work is also about communication. So, what you get is, 

‘communication about communication’. Kind of like a ‘play 

within a play’ or a ‘song about a song’.” She pauses. “But it’s 

probably rubbish, because if I have to explain it, I’ve failed.”

“You didn’t have to. I got it straightaway.” And it’s true, I 

did. “I’m impressed,” I add. “I couldn’t draw to save my life.” 

She laughs again, a bell-like sound that warms my 

insides. “Lucky you don’t have to,” she replies.

My mood is lighter than it has been in months and the 

feeling lasts for the rest of the evening, while I’m going over 

the maths for tomorrow’s test, making a start on my English 

essay and reducing the large mountain of homework on my 

desk to a slightly smaller one. 

I lie awake reliving the hours I spent with Zara. For the 
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first time since he died, I fall asleep thinking of someone 

other than Dad.

The next day, Zara’s late to maths and I don’t see her at 

lunchtime. I keep hoping I’ll bump into her and I can’t shake 

my disappointment when the day drags on and we still 

haven’t crossed paths.

As I head towards the school gates at the end of the day, I 

see her in the distance, hurrying through them. 

I walk home with Dan, who lives five houses away from 

me. Normally, we part ways outside my house, but he’s 

lingering.

“Come in,” I say. I want to be as good a friend to him as 

he’s been to me, so I don’t mention that I’m supposed to be 

playing basketball this evening and have a ton of stuff to do 

before then. 

Dan follows me into the kitchen. Oscar grins when he 

sees us. 

“Hi,” says Dan.

“Hi,” says Oscar. “It’s eleven days till my birthday. Will 

you come to my party?”

“Sure will,” says Dan.

Dan watches silently as I make us coffee from the fancy 

machine that Dad bought shortly before he died. I bring the 

cups over to the table and cut two large slices of carrot cake.

 He takes a bite. “This is delicious,” he says to Mum when 

she enters the kitchen. 

“Take a slice home with you,” says Mum. She notices 
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Oscar, still in the clothes he wore to school. “Haven’t you 

changed yet? Hurry up, Oscar. We need to leave.”

“I’m going to my dance class,” Oscar tells Dan.

“What, mate?” Dan’s known Oscar for years, but still 

finds it hard to understand him.

“He says he’s going to his dance class,” I interpret.

“You won’t be going anywhere unless you change into 

your dance clothes quick smart,” says Mum. She takes him 

by the shoulders, turns him around and propels him gently 

out of the room.

The moment they leave, Dan lets his guard down and I 

see the misery in his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Nothing. Well, nothing new.” 

“You should talk to your mum.”

“I can’t,” he says simply.

“Didn’t she go to that parent information session at 

the start of the year? You know, the one that was all about 

not pressuring your kids and the importance of work–life 

balance?”

“Ha! That made zero impression on her.” 

“Then how about talking to someone at school?”

“Like who?” he asks. 

“Like Mr Patterson, or the year level coordinator.” 

Dan looks incredulous. “You’re telling me to see Patterson? 

You haven’t even seen him yourself.”

“Okay.” I raise my hands in surrender, because I don’t 

want to argue. “Ronnie Chieng?”

“Now you’re talking.” Ronnie Chieng is Dan’s favourite 
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comedian, partly because they’re both Asian, but mostly 

because he loves his humour. I love it too. I f lick through 

some YouTube videos and it’s not long before we’re immersed 

in a Ronnie Chieng comedy sketch, my default remedy for 

Dan when all else fails. 

 After Dan leaves, I change quickly into my 

basketball clothes and make my way to Hampton Park.

“Jamie, catch!”

Not the best tactic on Dylan’s part. If he’d just made eye 

contact, I’d have had a decent chance of catching the ball. 

Now the defence are all over me and I don’t have a hope. 

Within seconds, the other team has the ball.

I’m in the B team. Most people in the B team have spent 

years trying to make the A team, and a few guys who didn’t 

make the A team gave up basketball altogether. Not me, 

though. I’m not especially tall and I know I’ll never excel. 

It was Oscar who taught me that you don’t have to be 

good at something to do it.

“Look how much fun they’re having,” Mum used to say 

as we watched Oscar and his team on the basketball court. 

“They don’t seem to care how good they are or how they 

look.” 

It’s true; Oscar does stuff just because he likes it. While 

Mum has filled almost every spare hour of his day, she hasn’t 

pushed him into anything. And though he may be limited in 

what he can achieve, it doesn’t stop him from joining in and 

he never stops trying.


