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Today is the day. In exactly one hour we will find out if our band, A Happy Accident, has been selected as the region’s contender for Battle of the Bands. The band has only been together for a year and a half, since the five of us turned up to the music room in the second week of Year Seven, thinking we were going to an information session for music camp. It turned out we were in the wrong room for the info session, but the right room for a band to be formed.

Immy and I have been best friends since we were at kinder. She’s the lead guitarist and singer. She writes the music. And I write the words. I’m also the back-up singer doing the harmonies. Immy says every good band has someone working behind the scenes. Sometimes I’d love to be out front, playing guitar and singing the lyrics I wrote, but it’s just the way things go. Mostly I’m fine with it.

We didn’t know Gen, Pete and Ollie, the other three people who turned up, and they didn’t know each other. Luckily for us Gen plays drums, Pete plays bass and Ollie plays keyboards so we had a ready-made band. Now we practise twice a week and play as often as we can. If our band gets chosen for the competition, it will be huge. And if we don’t, well, I’d rather not think about it!

The closer it gets to the announcement, the more my stomach is all swirly and loopy. I can’t face breakfast, not even toast. Immy’s already messaged me about nine times, checking that I’m on my way. I’m not, but I didn’t tell her that.

I’m still here in Dad’s flat because his girlfriend, Becky, is in the shower and the three-minute shower rule that I have to live by doesn’t extend to her. Dad’s already gone to work so I can’t even hassle him about it. I knocked once and told her I was in a hurry, but all I could hear was her bad singing.

I sniff the armpits of the top I’m wearing. It’s passable. The shower will have to wait. Better to head to school stinky than risk Immy’s wrath by being late. She doesn’t like it when we don’t all fall into line.

I grab yesterday’s running pants from my bedroom floor and pull on clean socks and sneakers. My room’s a tip. Again. Usually when I’m at Dad’s I try to keep it clean, because he’s not so chilled about my ‘floordrobe’, as Mum likes to call it. Obviously I inherited my messiness from her, because her wardrobe also lives on the floor, so together we’re a fine pair. But Dad’s more ordered. And Becky is the ultimate neat-freak. Once she even stuck a Post-it Note on my door saying I should vacuum and change my sheets. She added a smiley face, like somehow that would make it okay that she was overstepping into parent territory. I left the note on the door for days until she finally took it down. Win to me.

My phone beeps and it’s Immy for the tenth time. She’s already at school and heading to the music room. Which means I’m very nearly late and I still haven’t dealt with the mess that is my hair. Tentatively, I reach up and pat the almost-dreadlocks heading in various directions. Unfortunately, I inherited Dad’s wild morning hair, and even more unfortunately, all the hair elastics are in the bathroom, where Becky is still showering.

This time I don’t knock, I bang. ‘Becky! I’m running late!’

Becky rarely stays over when it’s one of my nights at Dad’s. They generally keep their relationship pretty separate from me, which suits me just fine. It means Dad and I get to hang out and eat our favourite dinners and watch old episodes of Friends, without Becky insisting on piling our plates high with steamed broccoli and making us watch nature documentaries. She and I have nothing in common.

It’s not that I hate her; it’s just that I don’t like her. She’s up at dawn doing yoga stretches in the lounge. She likes meditation tapes, not real music. She tells me what to do like she’s my mum. She’s forever putting dad on one of her health kicks and that means he stops buying anything that resembles actual food. But my favourite is when she tries to interfere in my relationship with Dad.

I bang again.

The door opens and steam engulfs me. Becky walks out wrapped in Dad’s favourite green towel. I clench my jaw so I don’t say anything I’ll later regret. I can’t help glaring at her, though.

‘No need to be rude, Mackenzie!’

She’s still refusing to call me Mack – a sure sign she doesn’t like me. Mackenzie is such a long name. Mack, however, is a great name. Frustrated, I barge past her. The bathroom’s all damp and foggy because she didn’t turn on the fan. I make a big deal of pressing the button and waving my arms around like I’m clearing out smoke. She’s not watching, but it makes me feel better.

I grab my toothbrush, but can’t see the toothpaste. I find it in the shower. Another annoying little Becky habit. She brushes her teeth while showering and leaves the toothpaste alongside the soap when she’s finished. Even Dad hates that one.

I brush so furiously that my gums hurt. My parents have been divorced for a while now, and mostly I’m fine with it, except for the living-between-houses part. That can be exhausting. It means I have to plan what I’m wearing, or worse, buy two of everything. But my parents still like each other, they both love me, and if Becky wasn’t around, we would probably all live happily ever after. It’s having a part-time sort-of step mum that I have a problem with. Still, as Immy keeps reminding me, at least I don’t have to live with her, and at least she and Dad haven’t had a baby together. That would be way worse.

I look at myself in the mirror. Brown eyes. Check. Turned-up nose. Check. Wavy dark hair that no hair elastic can hold. Check. Check. Check.

They say chocolate calms a crazy mood, and given that Dad doesn’t have any idea what I get up to when he’s not here, I dash to the kitchen, reach up into the cupboard and grab his secret stash. I think he keeps it up high because he doesn’t want Becky to know he has a sweet tooth. Or maybe it’s to keep it away from me. There’s just enough time to down three squares of caramel fudge and pocket a peppermint cream for later. The perfect breakfast for a teenager who’s about to learn the fate of her music career.

‘Mackenzie … your dad wanted me to make sure you ate something this morning,’ says Becky, suddenly appearing in her work clothes. She’s like a stealth health ninja, always popping up at the wrong time. ‘Something other than chocolate,’ she says, snatching the box from my hands. Before I can stop her, she dumps the lot into the bin.

‘Becky!’ I feel a flash of anger.

‘What? You sound hangry. Maybe you should have a banana. It’s low GI,’ she says, like she’s done nothing wrong.

‘I hate bananas!’ I resist adding that, right now, I also hate her. And I’m not hungry-angry, I’m just mad. At her. And a banana is not going to fix that.

‘It’s really important to eat breakfast,’ she says, all smiling and chirpy. ‘I usually have oats. They keep me going all morning.’

Ignoring her, I shove my books and computer into my bag. At least I don’t have to see Becky for a while. It’s Thursday, which means I’m at Mum’s from tonight until Monday.

‘Have a good day, Mackenzie …’

‘Yep.’ I crash out into the hallway with a bike helmet, a school bag full of school stuff plus all the other things I have to drag between houses, and my lunch, which I still haven’t shoved into my lunchbox. My life is quite the balancing act on Thursdays, because I have to get ready to leave Dad’s as well as get to school on time.

‘Need some help?’ says a voice behind me. I turn and see a really cute boy.

‘It’s okay. I’m good,’ I blurt, wondering where he came from.

Then, just to illustrate how not okay I am, I drop my bag on the floor, my lunch goes everywhere and when I bend down to try to collect it all I hit myself in the head with my helmet.

‘Here,’ the boy says, handing me an orange that escaped.

‘Thanks.’

I zip my lunchbox up and shove it into my school bag. When I stand, I’m feeling slightly more together. That is, until I notice the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen.

‘Hi,’ he says with a shy smile, and then looks away like he’s finding it all a bit much too.

‘Hi,’ I say in a wavering voice.

‘I’m Toby,’ he says. ‘We just moved in … apartment seven.’

‘Oh. Right. I’m, um …’ I say, forgetting my words.

‘Hi, Um, it’s nice to meet you!’

‘Oh … actually it’s Mackenzie … apartment nine.’

I realise I’m staring at him and force myself to look away, wishing I hadn’t just lost my conversational skills. I jab the button for the lift.

‘In a hurry?’ he says lightly.

I swallow hard. I’m feeling crazily nervous and I wish the lift would hurry up. Then I remember Immy. ‘Our band … we find out this morning if we’ve been selected for this thing … I’m really late because my Dad’s girlfriend was in the shower …’

‘Selfish,’ he says.

‘Yeah. I’m not a fan!’ I look across and see that he’s grinning at me. Then I notice the spray of freckles across his nose. He really is cute. He sees me looking and turns away. I look straight ahead too, feeling a blush spreading up my neck. I hope my skin doesn’t go all blotchy like it sometimes does when I’m embarrassed. ‘Sorry. That was more than you needed to know!’

‘All good. I’m a chronic over-sharer. We’ve just moved from the other side of the city. I live with Mum. She’s a doctor so she’s always on call. I’m in Year Nine and I like maths, science and soccer,’ he says, still looking at the lift. ‘It’s like I’m on a game show giving you the ten-second version of my life!’

I laugh and it sounds like a snort, which makes my skin flare even more. I distract myself by jabbing the button again.

‘Three, two, one … and here it is,’ he says.

I head straight to the lift’s back corner, giving the boy space. But he shuffles back near me. We both reach for the ground-floor button simultaneously and his arm brushes against mine. My face burns. I wish we weren’t standing in a box with floor-to-ceiling mirrors. It’s not like there’s anywhere to hide.

‘Sorry!’ I say, pulling my hand away.

‘That’s okay,’ he says, pulling his away too. We both move apart, awkwardly.

He coughs. ‘Are you at school nearby?’

‘Um, yeah. Bayview,’ I tell him. ‘It’s ten minutes on my bike. Hopefully more like five today!’

‘Lucky. I’m almost an hour away. A train and a bus. I’m hoping the fact I’ve just moved will excuse how late I’ll be!’

Finally the lift reaches the bottom, but the doors remain closed. I am trapped in a lift with a super-cute boy. If only he wasn’t making me blush like crazy.

As the lift doors finally open, we both sort of smile at each other, and then look away quickly.

‘Good luck with the music thing, Mack!’ he says, walking out into the car park.

‘Thanks,’ I say.

It’s only when I’m dragging my bike out of the cage in the car park that I realise the cute boy shortened my name. Immy would definitely see that as a sign.
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I run into the music room, panting and sweating. The rest of the band is sitting around with very long faces. My stomach lurches. Immy looks up at me and shrugs. I sag down into a chair next to her. I really thought we’d get in. We rocked the audition. Everyone said so. I reach for Immy’s hand and squeeze it.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ I say.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ says Immy. ‘It wouldn’t have changed anything.’

I try to take a deep breath, but my chest feels all squashed. ‘So which band got it, then?’ I’m close to tears and sort of surprised nobody else is crying.

‘This little band called A Happy Accident. Ever heard of them? They’re pretty good.’

It takes me too long to register what she’s saying. ‘What?’

A grin spreads across Immy’s face and the rest of the band start whooping.

‘But … but …’ I say, not understanding what’s going on.

Immy laughs. ‘You were late, so we thought we’d muck with you!’

‘We got in?’

Immy nods. ‘We got in! And you’re lucky we did, because otherwise I’d be super cranky with you for being late!’

Ignoring Immy’s general bossiness, I squeal. Immy throws herself at me and we leap up, jumping around, hugging each other. My heart is racing. This is huge.

Ollie plays a little riff on the keyboard. ‘Today Battle of the Bands, tomorrow the world!’

We all start laughing. Then Pete rests his bass against the wall and plonks down on his chair. He looks a little overwhelmed. ‘It’s a twenty-minute set. We’re going to need another song!’

‘Easy. We have a few weeks until the competition,’ says Immy, like it’s no big deal.

Gen looks at Immy and me. She’s spinning one of her drumsticks between her fingers. ‘You two better get cracking then!’

We played two songs in the first round, and they both took ages to write. When I write lyrics it can take a while for me to be inspired. Now we have to write and rehearse a new song in a couple of weeks. That’s not long at all.

‘We could play one cover if we have to,’ says Ollie. ‘Other bands do it.’

‘No way,’ I tell him. ‘I know we play covers at gigs, but this is different. This is our music. Our sound.’

Immy claps and Pete joins in, adding,‘Yeah, it’s our indie-pop with alt rock overtones!’

‘Like I said, get cracking,’ says Gen in her dry delivery.

‘I’ve already written the music. It’s up to Mack,’ says Immy, like it’s suddenly my fault we’re down a song.

‘I haven’t even heard it yet, so it’s a bit hard to write the lyrics!’ Sometimes Immy’s ownership over the band bugs me. And sometimes she acts like she’s the only one working hard.

‘Yeah, Immy,’ says Ollie, winking at me. He likes winding her up. I’m pretty sure it’s because he has a crush on her.

The bell goes, saving us from this conversation. Immy groans. ‘Double maths! Do you think Miss Oakes would notice if I stayed here?’

‘You kidding? She notices everything!’ Ollie retorts. Immy grabs my hand and pulls me up.

‘Come on, Mack. We can start work on the new song tonight!’

‘I can’t tonight.’

‘Why not?’ She gives me a look. Immy doesn’t like it when I tell her I can’t do something.

‘It’s Granny night. The song will have to wait,’ I say, pleased that for once I’m standing up to her. Immy rolls her eyes but says nothing. She knows how important my nights with Granny are.

‘Before we all go off to learn, I just want to say that I’m so proud of us!’ Immy says playfully. She links her arm through mine.

‘If we win …’ starts Immy as we meander down the hall.

‘We can record professionally …’ I finish her sentence. We’ve had this conversation a hundred times.

‘And get played on the radio!’

‘And prize money,’ I say.

‘And a new amp,’ she adds.

‘We have to win!’

Miss Oakes passes us near her classroom.

‘Girls, you’re late. Quick sticks,’ she says, holding the door open. ‘Algebra test this morning.’

Even that can’t wipe the smile off my face. Battle of the Bands trumps an algebra test every time.
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Thursday night has been Granny night for as long as I can remember. Granny comes down on the train and stays over and together we cook up a feast. It’s one of the main reasons that the half of the week I spend with Mum starts on a Thursday afternoon – I look forward to Granny nights so much that we can’t change the tradition. Mum generally comes home just in time to eat. Instead of dating again like Dad did after they broke up, she just became even more work-obsessed.

In the summer holidays I go and stay with Granny for a week. She lives in an old country farmhouse, although she sold off more than half of the land after Grandpa died. Granny kept an acre for Mum’s horse, and another couple of acres for the other horses that are agisted on her property. It means I’ve grown up riding, and every time I stay at Granny’s I head out to the hills on Chokita. Chokita’s owner told me I was allowed to ride her whenever I like. I’ve ridden her so much now that I think of her as my horse, and if I haven’t been back to the farm for a while, I find myself longing to see Chokita – and Granny, of course. I know Granny misses us too. She’s a bit isolated up there.

Granny and I are close in ways I’m not close to my parents. She’s the reason I can bake. She jokes that her skills skipped a generation and landed with me, because Mum can’t even cook toast without burning it. Sometimes I cook all afternoon with Granny without feeling the need to talk like I would with pretty much anyone else. Her house smells like vanilla essence and baking bread and even when it’s freezing outside, the kitchen is all snug and cosy.

I stop at the supermarket on the way home to buy the ingredients for tonight’s menu. Granny doesn’t mind what we cook at Mum’s place. Her favourite saying is, your kitchen, your rules. Of course, this means she can boss me around when we cook at her house, but at Mum’s I’m in charge. Mum’s texted that she’s stuck at work (surprise, surprise), so I’ll get Granny to myself for a while, which is always nice.

I have about twenty minutes before she arrives, so I start clearing a space for us in the kitchen. Aside from singing and horse riding, baking is my favourite thing in the world. I’m trying to master a few savoury dishes, but if I’m honest, it’s all about the sweet – pastry, ice-cream, desserts; the richer, the better. Granny’s been teaching me little baking tricks since I was old enough to reach the bench. She showed me how to blind bake pastry using old chickpeas to weigh the baking paper down. She showed me how to whisk cream into peaks, and turn eggwhites into the silkiest meringues ever seen.

One of Mum’s cats curls around my legs, thinking I’ll feed it if it shows me some love.

‘Move along, Journo,’ I tell her, rubbing her back with my foot.

There’s a purr and then she slinks off like she’s disappointed in me. Mum has two cats, Journo and Font, and a very old dog called Scout. Mum grew up in the country and her childhood was all about animals. Back then my grandparents had 1200 head of cattle and several horses. Mum spent her spare time riding and show jumping on weekends. I think everyone was shocked when she became a journalist and relocated to the city. Sometimes I dream that when I’m older I’ll move to the area where Granny lives and buy my own horse and have a large paddock all fenced in white, where I can ride all day.

When I hear a key turning in the front door, I bound down the hall, which makes the floorboards complain. Mum still lives in the big old California bungalow my parents bought way back. When they split up, Dad found a fancy eco-apartment around the corner so I could move between them easily. I’d actually rather be in one house all the time, but how would I choose which one?

‘Hello, Granny!’

She smothers me in a hug. Her white hair smells like lavender and I breathe it in.

‘You’ve grown, Mack!’

‘Actually, I think you’ve shrunk!’

She laughs and manoeuvres me out of the doorway so she can come in.

‘Are you limping?’ I say, noticing a slight lean in the way she moves.

‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ she says, brushing me off. ‘I stumbled last week when I was putting some jars of peaches up on the shelf.’

‘No ladders, remember!’ I say, trying to keep my tone light.

Mum made Granny promise not to climb any more ladders after she fell when she was cleaning out the guttering. She’s small and compact and extremely strong, even though she’s over seventy-five. She won’t tell me exactly how old she is and Mum pretends she doesn’t know.

I follow Granny into the kitchen, carrying the small checked bag she always brings. It hardly weighs anything – Granny travels lighter than anyone I know. Usually she’d examine the ingredients I’ve bought and try to guess where my head is at, but tonight she just plonks down on one of the wooden chairs at the dining table on the other side of the kitchen bench.

‘What are you cooking?’ she asks.

‘Me? Aren’t you helping?’

‘Not tonight, Mack. I’m going to drink tea and watch you.’

I head for the kettle because I don’t know what to say. Maybe the stumble she took was worse than she’s admitting. ‘How does lasagne and mini pavlova sound? I’m making the pasta from scratch!’

She laughs and I turn to see her cleaning her glasses with the end of her sleeve. Mum does it too. ‘Perfect.’

I make a pot of tea the way the women in my family drink it, dangerously strong, and rest it on the table close enough for Granny to pour it herself.

‘Actually Mack, would you mind if I have a little lie-down before dinner? The train trip took it out of me,’ she says quietly.

I take a beat to answer. Lying down is not something Granny does. ‘Of course,’ I tell her. I don’t know if I should help her to her room or not. She might get all funny about it. I remember a guy once stood up for her on a tram and she almost bit his head off. I decide to let her limp away, and get started on dinner. I’ll have to wait until Mum’s home before I break the exciting news about Battle of the Bands.

Making the perfect lasagne sheets takes patience. Usually cooking is the thing that calms me, but tonight I’m too distracted by Granny. I know Mum worries about her being in the country alone. If something happens, we’re too far away to get there quickly. But I think we both like to pretend she’s invincible.
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Mum comes home just as I’m taking the lasagne out of the oven. She has a habit of doing that – arriving at the perfect moment. She says it’s from years of sniffing out a good story as a journalist, but I think she just loiters outside until the aroma of food reaches her.

‘Something smells great, Mack,’ she says kissing me on the cheek. She unravels the long green scarf she always wears when the weather gets cool, and coils it on the table like a snake. I see her notice Granny’s teacup and also clock that Granny isn’t around. I love that she notices details like that. As messy and disorganised as Mum seems to be, she’s also very observant.

‘Where’s Ruth?’ Mum has called her mother by her first name, Ruth, since she was a child. I find it really strange but I’ve given up trying to change it.

‘In bed,’ I say.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. She looked really tired when she arrived and she seemed to be limping,’ I say quietly. ‘She went to bed pretty quickly. I don’t think she’s ever done that.’

Lifting her glasses onto the top of her head, Mum frowns. ‘I’ll just go check on her.’

While the lasagne cools a bit, I start on a quick green salad.

‘She’s sleeping. I don’t want to wake her,’ says Mum, shutting the door to the kitchen as she comes back in.

‘Is Granny … okay?’

‘Well, I’m not sure,’ Mum admits, and I can hear the concern in her voice. ‘She’s had a few health scares lately.’ Her hand hovers over the cupboard where the plates are kept. Our plates are a mishmash of colours and styles. Mum’s a bit of a hoarder so she just collects random things that come along. ‘Good plates or old plates?’ she asks, changing the subject.

‘Good plates. I made my own pasta!’

Mum looks impressed. ‘Really?’

‘Yep. You could say I’m trying to avoid writing my English essay, but I prefer the idea that I wanted to make the perfect meal!’

She laughs. She knows the lengths I’ll go to just to avoid English essays. Mum sets the table for the three of us, even though Granny’s still in bed.

‘So I have some news …’

‘Me too!’ I say with a grin.

Mum narrows her eyes at me, trying to guess what my news might be.

‘Hang on,’ I say. ‘Just let me serve you a slab of cheesy, tomatoey goodness!’ I slide the spatula under a large square of lasagne and heft it onto the plate. ‘Enough?’ I ask, smiling.

‘Is there dessert?’

‘Yep. Pavlova,’ I say proudly. Granny taught me to cook one last summer and I’m pretty good at it now.

‘Then that’s plenty,’ Mum tells me.

I serve myself a slightly smaller piece. Mum never remembers to eat when she’s working on a story. She just lives on coffee. So by the time she comes home she’s usually starving.

‘Okay. You first or me first?’ I sit down opposite Mum at our old wooden table. It used to be Granny’s and it still has Mum’s brother’s name scratched into the wood.

‘You,’ says Mum.

I burst out with it. ‘We got into Battle of the Bands!’

Mum sits back, smiling. She searches out my eyes before she speaks. It’s very like Mum. When she’s present, she’s really present.

‘Mack! I’m so pleased for you. Of course, I’m not surprised. Those songs are beautiful!’

‘Biased much?’

Mum laughs. ‘Yes, but anyone who has an ear for music could tell you guys were by far the best!’

I smile. Mum does not have an ear for music. She doesn’t even have a working stereo in her car; just an AM radio that she jokes keeps her up-to-date with the news.

‘Does that mean you finally get to sing?’ Mum asks. ‘They are your songs.’

I groan. We’ve had this conversation a million times. Even though she’s never actually said it, I know Mum thinks Immy has taken over the band. It bothers her that I don’t play guitar anymore, when I used to play constantly. But it’s not Immy’s fault. When my parents split, the guitar was just another thing I had to lug back and forth between houses, so I sold it and bought myself a bike.

‘They’re not my songs, Mum. They’re our songs. Immy wrote the music, don’t forget. And I’m happy singing back-up.’

‘But your voice is beautiful and so is your guitar playing,’ Mum says, reaching out to grab my hand.

‘Again, biased much?’

She laughs. ‘So when’s the competition?’

‘Early next term,’ I say.

There’s only a week of this school term left and then we’re on holidays. I’m planning to visit Granny for a few days. I need to see Chokita and I need to learn how to make quince paste and I need to breathe that cold country air and have a bonfire. And now that Granny is hobbling, I’ll need to pick all the quinces from her trees for her. Immy will be annoyed I’m not around to rehearse, but she’ll just have to understand it can’t all be about the band.

‘Early next term. Right,’ says Mum, nodding, but I can see something’s worrying her all of a sudden. She takes a large mouthful of lasagne. I smile as she drops meat sauce down her pale grey shirt and brushes it off with her finger. She is definitely as messy as I am.

‘Your turn,’ I say.

‘Well, you know how I’m mourning the old broadsheet newspapers and all that they meant,’ says Mum.

‘How could I forget? It’s your favourite subject. You loved sitting down with a coffee to read the morning paper front to back,’ I say, imitating Mum’s voice and the words she often says. ‘And don’t forget that technology has ruined the world!’

Mum rolls her eyes. ‘This lasagne is fabulous, by the way.’

‘Changing the subject, Mum?’

‘No. Not at all,’ she says, but I can tell she’s stalling.

‘Spill!’ I prompt her. Mum’s cheeks turn pink.

‘You’re looking at the new editor of a broadsheet newspaper.’

I grin. ‘That’s fantastic! It’s your dream job. We need to celebrate!’

‘But …’ Mum starts pushing her lasagne around on her plate and I can tell there’s more. Something I might not like.

‘Mum?’

‘It’s a country newspaper, one that is thriving because it hasn’t gone online. People still buy the actual paper!’ Her eyes search mine out. I’m not sure where to look or what it means.

‘So you commute. Fun. You can work on the train.’

‘No, honey. The newspaper office is near Ruth’s. I’ll have to move.’

‘To the country?’ I drop my fork and it clangs onto the plate. ‘Leave this house … and the city?’

Mum nods and pushes her floppy fringe out of her eyes.

Swallowing hard, I can’t say anything. My words are stuck in my mouth. Mum has always dreamt of being the editor of a broadsheet and I know what this means to her, and that I should be happy for her, but I also don’t want my life to change. Everything is going so well. I’m managing moving between houses, the band is kicking goals, and there’s even the cute new boy at Dad’s apartment block.

‘So I would have to move too?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t force you,’ says Mum, ‘but remember you could catch the train back here whenever you like.’

‘Does Dad know?’

Mum nods. I feel a wash of anger at the thought of my parents discussing something so massive without me.

‘What does he think?’

‘He thinks we could make it work. He’s happy for me, Mack. At least think about it. You could ride Chokita every day. The music program is good at the local high school. You could even start playing guitar again …’

‘Mum!’ I bark, louder than I meant to. ‘Don’t use this as an opportunity to tell me I should be playing guitar.’

I watch Mum play with the silver ring she always fiddles with when she’s deep in thought. ‘Mack, I also want to be near Ruth,’ she says, lowering her voice. ‘I’m really worried about her. She’s getting so frail …’

The horrible thing is, Mum’s right. I’m worried about Granny too. And I always knew the day would come when Mum would want to be closer to her. I just didn’t think it would be when my life was so settled.

‘Who’s getting frail? Not me, I hope!’

Mum and I turn around to see Granny in the doorway. She’s looking between us like she’s trying to work out what’s going on.

‘Hope you’ve saved me some lasagne!’ Granny limps over to Mum and kisses the top of her head.

‘Mum’s moving to the country …’ I say, wondering if Granny already knows too.

‘Rubbish!’ Granny says, sitting at the head of the table. It’s where she always sits.

‘It’s true, Ruth. I’ve been offered my dream job. Running the Argus!’

Granny looks shocked, then she starts laughing. ‘You’ll go crazy in the country, darling,’ she says.

It’s Mum’s turn to laugh. ‘I’m not a teenager anymore.’

‘No, but I am,’ I say, fuming. Everything’s bubbling up inside. The thought of not seeing Dad during the week. Telling Immy that I’m moving. Leaving the band. ‘When are you leaving?’

‘If you choose to come with me then you’ll start the next school term in the country,’ says Mum.

‘But that means I can’t sing at Battle of the Bands!’

Mum nods slowly.

‘But, but … that matters to me!’

‘I know, honey. I’m sorry.’

I glare at Mum. We never fight, but right now I feel like I could go nine rounds. If Granny wasn’t here, this might get messy. But Granny grabs my hand and looks at me intently. I have Granny’s eyes – dark chocolate brown. She rubs my fingers like she’s trying to make everything okay.

‘It’s not all bad, Mack. It would mean I could teach you how to make better scones,’ says Granny lightly, trying to save the mood. ‘We could have cups of tea together every day!’

She’s right. I’d love to see her all the time, and ride Chokita every weekend, and enter the cake-decorating contest at the local show. Part of me can imagine living in the country. But then the other part of me can’t imagine leaving the city. ‘What about my friends? The band? Dad?’

‘Mack, if you don’t want to move, you can stay with your dad …’ says Mum, her voice cracking a little.

Staying with Dad would mean leaving Mum. It would mean I’d be the only member of the Hooper women living in the city. It’d mean waking up without Journo curled up on my bed.

‘What about Thursday night dinners with Granny?’ I ask, my voice quiet as I realise she won’t come to the city once Mum moves.

‘You could come and stay for weekends, honey …’ says Mum, trying to rub my arm.

‘But Thursday nights are a tradition!’ I pull away from Mum. The thought of having to live with only one of my parents and be two hours away from the other makes my eyes flood with tears.

‘I’m going to Immy’s. I’ll be back later,’ I tell them, standing up.

‘Be safe, honey,’ calls Mum like she always does when I leave the house. Usually I love that she gives me freedom and trusts me, but tonight I want her to rush after me and say it’s all some sort of mistake. Then again, I know how good Mum is at spinning a story and making me feel like everything will be okay. I don’t want to be comforted right now. I want to feel outraged and wronged and overwhelmed.

My heart is racing as I leave. I need someone to share my anger with. I need Immy. How could Mum even think of moving me away from my best friend?
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By the time I’ve ridden to Immy’s house the tears are threatening to spill. Pushing my bike up the driveway, I can hear Immy out in the garage that doubles as our band practice studio. She’s always out there. Writing new songs, playing guitar, trying to work out some tricky riff. Immy has a tribe of younger siblings and they are always home. The studio is her escape. And mine.

I walk in without knocking. Immy looks up from her guitar. Her eyes widen as she takes in my expression.

‘Mack? What’s up?’

She pats the old red couch that she’s leaning on and I throw myself onto it. As soon as Immy’s bright blue eyes find mine, I’m sobbing all over her shoulder. And I’m not one of those neat teary people you see in movies. I’m a mess. A puffy, blotchy, snotty disaster.

‘Whoa! What’s happened?’

She actually puts her guitar down, which is saying something, and leans in for a hug.

‘Mum’s moving to the country,’ I tell her between sobs.

‘What?’

I nod. I’m pretty sure her face is as shocked as mine was when I first heard the news. ‘She’s been offered her dream job!’

‘You’re not going too, are you?’

I shrug. I don’t have an answer to that. Deep down, I know that’s partly why I’m here; I don’t know what to do. And Immy always does. She’s been saving me ever since kinder, when she scooped me out of a sandpit after some boy poured the contents of his bucket over my head. When I struggle to make decisions, Immy organises my life. How would I cope without her if I moved?

She frowns as she thinks things through. Eventually she says, ‘Stay here. Your dad would love it. You can visit your mum for holidays. Besides, the band needs you! I need you. You’d have to go to a new school! And what would you do in the country?!’

But we both know I’d love to live in the country – if only there weren’t so many reasons I love living in the city.

My sobs grow louder. Immy’s T-shirt is soaked and I’m showing no signs of stopping. I gulp, trying to rein it in. Otherwise I’ll be sobbing for the rest of the night.

Immy keeps hugging me.

‘When’s she moving?’

‘Soon. I’d start at a new school next term.’

I feel Immy stiffen. ‘What? But that’s only a few weeks away. Don’t move, Mack.’

I try to imagine what it would be like staying here with Dad. At the very least, it’d mean not changing schools. Maybe Immy’s right. I could visit Mum and Granny a lot. Two hours by train is not so bad.

‘Hey,’ Immy says. ‘You’ve stopped crying!’

‘I have.’

‘Great. Feel like helping me with the new song?’

Honestly, it’s the last thing I feel like doing. I’ve just found out my world is about to change and all Immy can think about is the band. But Immy is persistent, as usual.

‘I’ll play the melody and you think of some lyrics. This is going to be the one!’

Immy balances her guitar on her knee and starts strumming. Her eyes close and her fingers pluck the strings. She’s quickly lost in the music. The melody is haunting and different to our other songs; slower and sort of melancholic. I try to lose myself too, but Mum’s news is niggling at me. I’m not up to thinking about music tonight.

The song ends and Immy opens one eye. She seems shy about it, like she really needs to know what I think. Usually she doesn’t care. Usually she knows exactly how good her songs are. I wonder what’s different about this one.

‘Well?’

‘It’s great. Different … it’s a little sad …’

‘But you like it?’

‘Yeah. I like it. It’s just not our usual sound,’ I tell her.

She frowns and leans her guitar against the couch. ‘Can’t our sound change?’

‘I’m not sure. You heard Pete, it’s indie-pop meets alt rock. This is much more folky. And I’m not sure if you can have one folk song in a half-hour set of indie-pop alt rock.’

Immy stands up and I know I’ve made her angry. Nobody ever questions her taste or her musical decisions.

‘Maybe you should try writing a song then!’ she snaps with her back to me.

I hate it when Immy and I fight. It’s happened a couple of times over music. It’s part of the reason I stopped playing guitar and left the music side to her. It’s just easier if she’s the front person and I’m at the back.

‘Sorry, I’m just not up to this tonight,’ I tell her. ‘I’m sure if I listen to it again I can write lyrics for it. But not now.’

She spins around and smiles at me, and as always I’m amazed at how quickly her mood improves when I agree with her. ‘Well, here’s one I prepared earlier …’ Immy says lightly, handing me a USB.

‘You’ve already recorded it?’

She grins and shrugs. ‘What can I say? I’m obsessive!’

‘That’s one word for it,’ I joke.

‘Feeling better?’

‘Not really. But at least the tidal wave has stopped.’

Immy pretends she’s wringing out her T-shirt. ‘That’s a relief. Any more and I could have filled a bucket!’

‘I’m going to head off,’ I say. ‘I want to see Dad and talk it through with him.’

‘It’ll be okay, Mack,’ Immy says again, as though she’s reassuring herself as much as me.

She walks me to the door of the studio. It’s dark outside. I know Mum will be angry if I ride to Dad’s now. But I really need to talk to him. Tonight. I don’t even have my phone with me, so I can’t message her. I’ll have to call her from Dad’s and let her know.

‘You sure you’re okay?’

‘Yep. Thanks,’ I say, hugging Immy as hard as I can.

It’s not far to Dad’s apartment, but just as I ride around the corner onto the main road, the sky cracks with lightning and I head into a wall of rain. You’d think today of all days, the storm could hold off until I was at Dad’s.

I put my head down, trying to stop the water running down the back of my neck while also watching out for cars. It’s strangely beautiful riding through the storm. The roads have that watery sheen where all the lights are reflected in great stripes across the black.

I turn into Dad’s street and see the apartment block coming up on the left. I ride down into the dry of the underground car park and key in the code for the bike storage cage. Then I hold out my arms and watch the water run off me, making little puddles on the concrete. I press the button for the lift and try to shake off as much water as I can before it arrives, but as the door opens I’m still like a drenched puppy.

The lift dings when I reach the fourth floor. Dad’s flat is only a few levels below the rooftop’s communal garden area where most of the tenants hang out in summer. My friends love coming over when it’s hot because there are deckchairs and an amazing view of the city. I go up on my own to listen to music and work out lyrics, although it’s not as relaxing as walking around the paddocks at the back of Granny’s place where the only noises are cows mooing and horses neighing.

I’ve had to get used to Dad’s apartment. The thought of living here full time is strange. It’s much cleaner and more organised than Mum’s place, and there’s no garden. He hates clutter. And pets. If I stayed here then I’d miss all of Mum’s animals.

I step out of the lift and almost crash into the boy. Of course, because I’m still dripping wet, as I flick my hair, I rain all over his arm.

‘Hey Mack, you got caught in the storm,’ says Toby. Then he chuckles. ‘Either that or you like showering fully dressed!’

I smile, a little shyly. It’s sort of nice having the distraction of a cute boy after Mum’s news.

‘I’m heading out there now to pick up our Thai takeaway,’ he continues. ‘But at least I have this.’ He shakes out a bright blue plastic raincoat. ‘It’s a raincoat dress!’

He pulls it on to demonstrate. It hangs down to his knees. He slides the hood on and pulls a funny face. ‘Attractive, right?’

‘Yeah! I mean no … I mean … um,’ I blurt out, and then blush because he is super cute, even in bright blue polyester!

We both shuffle around, not knowing how to end the conversation.

Then he asks,‘How did the music thing go?’

I nod, remembering how happy I was this morning and how Mum’s news changed everything. ‘We got into the competition.’

‘Wow. That’s pretty cool. You guys must be good.’

I blush and look away, pretending to find the white wall behind him infinitely more interesting. Then I start to shiver and Toby pulls a face.

‘You’re really cold! You should go and have a long, hot shower.’

‘No chance!’ I snort. ‘If I go over three minutes Dad turns off the hot water. Seriously,’ I tell Toby.

‘Harsh.’

‘He’s a scientist. Obsessed with climate change. He refuses to put the heating on unless it’s arctic outside!’

Toby laughs.

‘You should go and collect your dinner,’ I remind him.

But neither of us moves. He smiles at me and I smile back, my teeth chattering.

‘Okay, you need to go inside!’

‘Before I turn blue!’

My shoes squelch as I walk away. I look back quickly just as Toby is looking at me. Then he gets in the lift and disappears.

I’ve barely got my key in the lock when Dad flings the door open. I know Mum’s called him because before I can step inside, he pulls me close for a hug. Dad’s hugs are always comforting, but tonight it’s the thing that brings me undone. Again. I start blubbering all over his work shirt.

‘It’s okay, Mack. It’ll be okay.’

‘It’s not okay … it’s so far from okay!’

He lets me cry it out for a good five minutes before pulling me inside and closing the door behind him.

‘Can you call Mum? Tell her I’m here. She thinks I’m at Immy’s.’

‘No, she knows you left there. She rang Immy,’ says Dad with a serious look on his face. You’d think when your parents divorced that they’d both be on your side, not each other’s. But my parents still talk to each other all the time. It sort of freaks me out. I get away with little things like having ice-cream for lunch, but the big stuff is a total bust. I have no chance.

‘I just needed to talk to you,’ I say. And it’s only then that I look up and see Becky in our kitchen.

‘Oh … you,’ I say, not bothering to hide how I feel about her being here.

‘Hi, Mackenzie. Maybe I should go,’ she says.

‘It’s Mack! And yeah, you should.’ I know it’s rude, but the last thing I feel like tonight is talking to Becky. Dad lets it slide because he’s feeling sorry for me, but he whispers something to Becky that I can’t hear.

‘Becky’s cooking a nice mild curry,’ he says, turning back to me. ‘It’ll be ready soon. Why don’t you go and have a shower … three minutes!’ Dad says in his most fatherly voice.

‘Fine.’ Even in a crisis, when I’m like a drowned rat, he has a time limit on the water.
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By the time I’ve showered and changed and tried to dry my hair, Dad and Becky are sitting at the dinner table with a feast in front of them. I wonder if they always eat like this when I’m not expected.

‘Hungry?’ Becky asks as I sit down.

I realise I am. Even if it’s a very healthy-looking curry with lots of broccoli in it, I didn’t really have dinner. Mum’s news ruined the lasagne. I nod and let Becky pile my plate full. She slides it across and I don’t wait for them to serve themselves. I just dig in.

While I’m shovelling down food, Dad tells me he knows about Battle of the Bands and how happy he is for me. He tells me I shouldn’t have ridden through the storm. And that next time, I need to make sure I have my phone with me, like most normal teenagers.

‘Now, about your mum moving …’ he starts.

I take the final pappadam before Becky can. She gives me a look but doesn’t say anything.

‘You can live here if you want to. You know that,’ he says gently.

Of course I know I can live with Dad, but it’s still nice to hear him say it. I just wish Becky wasn’t here, ruining the moment. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘But …’ he says.

I narrow my eyes. I’m not sure I want to hear whatever’s coming next.

‘I’m moving in,’ says Becky before Dad has a chance to finish his sentence.

‘What? Are you serious?’ I stare at her, not quite believing what I just heard.

‘Becky’s landlord broke her lease. She’s moving in next weekend,’ Dad says, giving Becky’s hand a squeeze.

‘Obviously you can live here too,’ says Becky, like I’m the one who doesn’t quite belong. I wait for Dad to correct her but he doesn’t.

‘Dad?’ I say, really needing reassurance that he wants to me to live here. With him and Becky.

‘It’s a big flat. We can make it work,’ says Dad, sending a smile my way.

‘It’s not that big!’ I say.

‘That’s true. It’s not,’ says Becky. ‘You might need to be a bit … neater … get rid of some of your stuff, Mackenzie.’

I glare at her, hoping Dad will say something, but he seems oblivious. How can he not notice how mean she’s being? She clearly doesn’t want me here. She’s probably delighted about Mum’s news because she’s hoping that I’ll leave and then she and Dad can play happy couples. At least Mum seems upset at the idea of me not living with her, but Dad has already moved on. Maybe he asked Becky to move in when Mum told him she was leaving because he just assumed I’d go with her. Maybe he doesn’t know how to tell me he wants me to go and live in the country so he’s letting Becky tell me instead.

Then, to make it even worse, instead of defending me, he starts clearing the table, leaving me alone with Becky.

She leans forward. ‘I thought you loved the country,’ she says. ‘All that fresh air.’

I stare at her, wishing she’d vanish, or better, spontaneously combust. ‘I do.’

‘Then why not grab this chance to live there? It might be fun.’

Becky’s making it super clear she doesn’t want me here. Maybe she plans on having a baby with Dad and she’s worried I’ll be in the way when it comes. I can’t believe this is happening. Yesterday my life was perfect. Today everything has been flipped upside down.

How can I stay here when Dad looks like he’s already replaced me with Becky, and leave Mum and miss out on Granny dinner nights? But how can I move to the country and leave my friends and the band? I don’t know what to do. Do I stay or do I go?
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I’m sitting on the single bench out the front of the train station waiting for Mum to pick me up. I’ve caught the train here loads of times before, when I’ve visited Granny during the school holidays. I’ve been coming up here by myself since I was twelve. But this time it’s different. This time, I’m staying.

It was nice having a final goodbye weekend with Dad and my friends. Nice, but really hard. I cried. Dad cried. Immy sobbed. Only Becky seemed happy that I was leaving. Even Toby seemed disappointed when I told him I was moving. He made me promise to knock on the door and say hello whenever I visit Dad. I can’t help but wonder what it would have been like if I’d stayed.

I shake away the thought. I don’t want to start regretting this decision before I’ve even properly moved. I’m here now. I want to see Chokita and have cups of tea with Granny and hang out with Mum, and enjoy all the space.

‘Mack!’ I hear Mum calling before I spot her waving from the window of the red SUV that came with the job. It’s not as slick as she made it sound. The bumper is dinted and the car is covered in a film of red dust like it’s just been driven across the middle of Australia. Mum parks and jumps out of the car, leaving the engine running. Granny used to do that when she came to pick me up, too. Maybe Mum belongs in the country more than I realise.

Her greying hair is out and she looks bohemian. Happy. I hope the same is true of me. I’m in my old denim overalls and Dad’s ancient grey wool cardigan. I always wear more comfy clothes when I’m here.

Mum wraps me up in a hug. She smells clean and earthy. I see smudges of black on her clothes and hands.

‘Does your new work use typewriters?’ I ask, examining the ink-like marks.

Mum laughs. ‘Just because it’s the country doesn’t mean there are no computers!’ She looks at the stains. ‘It’s paint. I’ve been renovating! The real-estate agent put in a bathroom door for me, but it was lime green and the only colour that would cover it was black.’

‘Oh,’ I say, wondering how a bathroom could be made without a door, and feeling a little panicky at the thought. Dad’s apartment might be a little sterile but it’s new and fancy and the bathroom door has a lock. Mum’s new place looked cute when we Skyped, but what if it’s actually falling down and freezing?

As if she can read my mind, Mum grabs my suitcase and wheels it towards the car. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll love it!’

I follow along behind her, climbing up into the passenger seat. All sorts of rubbish is scattered under my feet and I clear a small space so I don’t have to stand on empty coffee cups and browning bananas. I don’t know what’s worse, Mum’s cleaning standards or Becky’s.

‘How was your dad when you left him?’

‘In tears!’

She laughs. ‘Poor bear. Becky’s all moved in?’

‘Yep.’

‘Good. I don’t like thinking of him being lonely!’

‘I’d rather be lonely than live with Becky.’

Mum gives me a look.

‘You don’t have to like her, Mack. As long as she makes your dad happy.’

I roll my eyes. Sometimes I wish my parents wouldn’t be so nice about each other. Mum’s old dog, Scout, sticks his head through the gap between the seats and flops down on my arm. I give him a rub and then smell him. I pull a face.

‘You need a bath, Scout!’

‘Agreed. He’s been getting into everything.’

Mum drives away from the station and past the circle of bright yellow daffodils on the only roundabout in town.

‘So how are you feeling about all this?’

‘Okay, I guess. Bit weird about starting school,’ I admit. The only kids I know here are the ones who agist their horses at Granny’s. Mia and Tom are younger than me but sometimes we’ve ridden together. Chokita loves Mia’s horse and has been known to rub its nose after a long ride, which is very sweet.

‘You’ll be fine. They’ll love you! Country towns can’t wait for city girls.’

‘Mum. It’s not a Hollywood movie!’

At that exact moment, Mum slows down as a farmer walks into the middle of the road and holds up his hand. Behind him, a bunch of cows amble across the road. I look at Mum, who is trying to bite back her laugh, and I’m gone.

‘Okay, so maybe it’s a bit like a Hollywood movie,’ I laugh.

The last cow finally passes as Mum and I get it together enough to continue driving. At the end of the street the road forks.

‘That way to our place, the other way to Granny’s!’

She turns left. The road is lined with large green elms and I wind the window down all the way so I can smell the crisp, clean air.

‘I love how it’s colder here.’

‘That’s lucky – because it might even snow in the next few weeks!’ says Mum.

‘Really?’

‘If you’re lucky. Not enough to ski on, but the odd sprinkle. We had a few snowball fights when I was a kid.’

Mum turns into a driveway and stops at a gate.

‘Off you go!’

‘We have to open a gate every time we come home?’

‘Yes, Mack. There are worse things!’

Sighing, I climb out of the car and pull the metal clasp up and over the bolt. Despite the gate thing, I’m excited. As sad as I was to leave the city, now that I’m here, I feel all jittery and tingly, ready for whatever this is going to be.

Mum drives in and I shut the gate behind her, looking around. The front garden is lush and green, with a lawn that’s bigger than our old back garden.

The house is set back from the road and I pick my way up the drive towards it, trying to avoid muddy puddles. My sneakers are not really built for this.

It’s like a fairytale house. Something you can imagine Hansel and Gretel discovering in the forest. Only it’s stone, not gingerbread. The door is bright red, maybe so that people can find us. There’s a hill behind the house and I wonder what’s at the top. From here it just looks like it slopes upwards forever.

I stop walking, trying to take it all in. I can’t believe it’s my new home. It feels like I’m dreaming. Realising I’m not just visiting the country anymore is a bit overwhelming.

My phone beeps in my pocket. It’s Immy. She’s sent me a hundred teary emojis and a lot of kisses. I send her a snap of the house in return, then switch my phone to silent. I don’t want to think about Immy right now. If I do, then I’ll cry, and I did enough of that last night.

‘Come on, slow coach!’ Mum calls from the front door. She’s kicked off her shoes and I notice a wooden box up on stilts with gumboots in it.

‘There’s a pair for you too. But don’t forget to check for spiders.’

I pull a face. I know about doing this from staying at Granny’s but it’s safe to say that spiders are definitely not my favourite aspect of country life.

‘Come and see your room,’ Mum says, holding the door open. Inside, the air is warm and it smells delicious.

‘Have you baked?’ I ask, confused.

Mum throws her head back and laughs like it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard. ‘I’ve been here four days! Do you really think my cooking ability has improved that quickly?’

I laugh at the thought.

‘Ruth told me she was popping in. Said she’d be back for dinner. I’m guessing there’s fresh bread in the kitchen courtesy of her,’ explains Mum.

‘Excellent. I’m starving!’

Granny’s bread is legendary. She’s won awards for it at the Royal Country Show. Bread is not something I’ve mastered yet. I’m too impatient and never knead the dough for long enough.

As I expected, there are still boxes everywhere. In fact, if I wasn’t prepared to unpack, then Mum never would, and it would stay like this forever.

I follow Mum into the kitchen and gasp. It’s perfect. Our old cups are displayed above the sink, and there’s a huge bowl of fruit in the middle of our wooden table, which looks made for this place. I think the oven is electric, not gas like our old one, but I’ll figure it out.

Resting on a red-and-white cloth is the crispiest-looking loaf of bread I’ve ever seen. Mum pulls loads of jars of jam from the fridge – courtesy of the town welcoming committee, she tells me – as I start slicing. The loaf is still warm and clumps around the knife. Granny would be horrified that I’m not letting the bread cool properly before we eat.

‘How did Granny get in if you weren’t here?’ I ask.

‘The place was open,’ says Mum. ‘I love it how no-one locks their doors around here.’

I’m not sure if I love it so much. Granny never locks her doors either, but I’m used to it there. This house is new and unfamiliar. I think of Dad’s security doors and the two keys needed to get inside.

‘Can we at least lock the door at night?’

Mum nods. ‘Sure, Mack.’

‘Why didn’t Granny stay?’

‘She had a doctor’s appointment to check on her leg. Which is almost completely healed, you’ll be pleased to know!’

I grin, relieved. We slather our bread with lots of butter and sample about nine jams. I decide the apricot is best. Mum thinks quince wins.

‘Okay. Now I’m ready for a tour!’ I say, getting up.

It’s strange seeing all our furniture in a different house. It makes it look different somehow. Mum looks different too. And I imagine how our new country life will soon transform me. I’m not sure how I feel about that – melting into a new environment and being just slightly altered.

The lounge has a fireplace that’s ready to go. Mum grew up having to set the fire on cold mornings because it was the only heating they had. I guess now I’ll have to learn that too. No more gas heating. I’ll be stacking firewood at night ready for the next morning. I wonder if spiders hang out in the woodpile.

Journo slides past me, rubbing along my legs. ‘I’ve missed you,’ I say, trailing my hand along her back.

‘She’s been sleeping in your bed!’

‘Excellent. My bed! Where’s my room?’

Mum leads me there. The house isn’t big, but it’s plenty for us. As well as the lounge, there’s a small study for Mum, plus her bedroom and mine.

‘Bathroom …’ Mum says, stopping at the black door.

I lean out to push the door open and Mum grabs my hand.

‘Don’t touch the paint! It’s still wet,’ says Mum.

I smile. ‘How did it not have a door?’

Mum shrugs. ‘There was just one person living here. I guess they didn’t need it.’

My room is right at the end of the house and it has a bay window that faces the back garden. But it’s not just a garden. It’s a whole world of paddocks and hills. The ceiling is low and wooden and I feel almost like I’m on a ship. My bed looks just right. The bookshelf fits in the corner, snug and tight, waiting to be filled with all my favourite books.

The bay window is grand with a red cushion running along it that I just have to try out. I sit down, stretching my legs out along the length of the window. From here I can see everything.

‘What do you think?’ asks Mum, expectantly.

I nod. I can’t quite believe this is where I’ll live. It still feels like we’re on holiday or something. ‘It’s amazing.’

‘You’ll have to sort out where everything goes,’ says Mum, sliding her arm around my shoulders and hugging me close. ‘I’m so glad you’re here!’ she whispers into my ear.

‘Me too.’ And I am – just as long as I don’t start imagining what Immy is up to right now, or picturing Becky cleaning up my old bedroom and throwing out my stuff.
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Waking up in a strange bedroom in a strange house in the middle of the country is going to take me a while to get used to. There’s no noise. Well, not like city noise, anyway. There are birds and cows somewhere close by, and the odd car goes past, but that’s it.

It’s nice feeling the weight of Journo on my feet again. But then I remember. Monday. School. My stomach lurches. Maybe I should have taken up Mum’s offer and stayed home this week. I could have ridden Chokita and hung out with Granny. But then I would’ve felt nervous for longer. I’d rather get the first day over with.

I dress quickly. At my city school we didn’t have a uniform, so that’s something else to get used to. Dark green isn’t my colour, but at least I can wear pants and not the hideous checked skirt Mum had to wear when she was a student there. Immy told me I had to send her a photo. She keeps teasing me that I’ll have to wear ribbons in my hair.

The house is freezing when I pad out to the kitchen. I fill the kettle and light the stove to make a pot of tea. Mum lost her kettle in the move so we’re using an old one of Granny’s. I imagine how Dad would laugh at the idea of a kettle that actually screams when it’s boiling, rather than just flicking off at the switch.

Mum’s still asleep. She was probably working until midnight, like she usually does. The paper she’s editing is a small country one, but it covers a large geographic area. The circulation is pretty good for a local paper, and Mum is determined to increase it. Which probably means more late nights and more distractions.

While I wait for the kettle to boil, I check my phone. There are about fifty messages from Immy, one from Dad and a couple from Gen and Pete. I skim through them. Most of Immy’s messages are about hanging out with Ollie, and what do I think it means that he lent her his jacket after band practice because she was cold. I smile. Ollie has liked Immy forever and I’m pleased that it seems like she likes him too.

In many ways, the band was the hardest thing for me to leave. Immy and I will always be friends and it would be weird living with Dad and Becky anyway, but the band’s different. For Battle of the Bands, the rules are that you have to go to a school in the region you’re representing. And I don’t anymore, so they’re auditioning backup singers this week. I don’t know how I feel about that.

‘Mack? You planning on letting that kettle scream all morning?’

I snap out of thinking sad thoughts as Mum staggers into the kitchen, wrapped tightly in her green dressing gown. Her hair is all matted and her eyes are half-closed.

‘Oops! Sorry,’ I say, lifting the kettle off.

‘Do you want me to turn on the heating?’

‘There’s heating?’ I ask.

Mum smiles. ‘Yep – ducted heating! The fire’s lovely, but not practical.’

‘That’s good. I’m freezing!’

I fill the teapot and slide one of Granny’s knitted tea cosies around it.

‘How are you feeling about school?’

‘Nervous.’

Mum gets out the milk. Because we now live in the country, apparently our milk is always decanted from the carton into a jug. Granny explained how to be more country last night when she came around to welcome me. She presented me with my very own scone cutter, informing me I have a month to practise until entries close for the Royal Country Show. She said if my scones are any good she’ll help me enter them in the baking contest. It was lovely to see her last night and to know she can drop in all the time now.

I turn the teapot three times to the left – a funny Granny tradition that I’ve been doing since I was a kid.

‘I’ll drop you off this morning but you’ll have to get yourself home. It’ll probably take you about forty-five minutes to walk,’ Mum says. She tilts her head. ‘Have you ever seen the school?’

‘Yeah, I Googled it.’

‘And?’

I shrug. ‘Looks like what I imagined a country school would look like. Like it hasn’t changed in years.’

Mum nods. ‘It hasn’t. I actually think one of my old teachers is still there.’

I pull a face, imagining some ancient crone.

‘So how’s the job going, Mum? Is it everything you’d hoped for?’

She takes a minute to answer. ‘It will be. People buy the paper for the farm news, livestock sales and footy results. I want them to read the front page too! I’m looking out for a big local story.’

I hug her. ‘If anyone can find one, you can.’

Outside, a rooster starts crowing and I crack up laughing. I wonder how many more country clichés there will be.

‘That’s Harold! He’s a bit late. It’s half seven,’ says Mum. ‘I’m going to stand under a cold shower,’ she adds, standing up.

‘Really? The water’s cold?’

‘Takes a while to warm up,’ she says, smiling. ‘And we’re on tank water, so make your showers short.’

‘Dad would approve,’ I say, groaning.

Journo pads into the kitchen and leaps up onto my lap, purring.

‘I’m a bit nervous, Journo,’ I say, patting her. ‘Actually, strike that, I’m terrified!’

The closer it gets to bell time, the more my stomach flips and turns. I’ve never been at school without Immy. In less than an hour I’ll be walking into a school with nobody to watch my back. Why did I think this would be okay?
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It’s true I Googled it, but there’s only so much you can learn about a place from the internet. For a start, the website said nothing about the fact that on Mondays my classmates turn up wearing sports tops with their surnames across the back instead of their forest-green button-up shirts with itchy collars. Take a guess – who is the one person wearing the wrong thing?

The school is much smaller than Bayview High, but I’m staying hopeful that I’ll make a friend and find a band to join. Of course everyone stares at me as I walk down the corridor. Some kids laugh as I pass, others just look me up and down. I can feel my neck getting redder and I fidget with the straps on my backpack. I look around for Mia and Tom, then realise they’ll be at the primary school, not here.

Approaching an open door, I hear someone playing piano. I stop in the doorway and look in. The song is jazzy and not usually my thing, but the girl playing is so into it that I find myself envying her. It’s been so long since I’ve lost myself in music.

I’m about to sneak off when the girl glances over. She stops playing and runs a hand through her short, dark hair, making it stand up wildly.

‘You right?’ she says.

I try smiling, but I feel like I’ve been busted doing the wrong thing. ‘Sorry … door was open. That was …’

‘Yeah. Rubbish. I know,’ she says, standing up and shutting the piano lid.

She’s wearing black lace-up boots that look too big for her. ‘I was going to say amazing …’

She looks surprised. ‘Really?’

I nod. ‘Yeah.’

‘Thanks,’ she says, slinging her bag over her shoulder and clumping towards me in the too-big boots.

‘I play guitar … well, I used to. I had a band. I sing …’ I trail off awkwardly.

‘You’ve just moved here?’ the girl says.

‘Yeah. From the city. Yesterday,’ I tell her.

‘Condolences,’ she says and I’m not sure if she’s joking or serious.

The girl walks out past me and into the corridor. She doesn’t look back and I feel stupid for trying to be friendly. I was hoping that music would be my bridge into this school, a way of finding friends, but maybe that was just wishful thinking.

But then she stops and spins around. ‘By the way, I’m Laura. Sorry if I was rude. Bad morning.’ She smiles and gives me a salute, then disappears into a classroom. Laura. I wonder what her story is. I wish Immy were here. Being the new girl sucks.

I check my timetable, printed from the internet. Apparently I have English first up. I find classroom 15, slink in with my head down and take the very back seat in the corner.

The classroom is pretty similar to my old one. Rows of desks, a bunch of windows that probably don’t open, and posters on the wall. The only difference is that here I have no friends.

I look down at the desk to avoid seeing how many people stare at me as they saunter in. Of course, just because I can’t see them doesn’t mean I can’t hear them muttering and giggling. There’s the sound of the door shutting and then an adult addresses the class.

‘Good morning everyone.’

I peek. The teacher, a youngish guy and obviously not the one Mum had back in the day, is looking straight at me.

‘Mackenzie, I presume?’

‘Yeah. I mean, yes sir …’ I say, staring straight ahead at the board. Some of my classmates giggle. I can feel my cheeks reddening.

‘I’m Marcus,’ says the teacher, smiling.

‘Oh … okay … hi,’ I say, a bit weirded out that we get to use first names.

‘Can you tell us about where you’ve come from, Mackenzie?’

Without meaning to, I groan. People laugh – hopefully with me and not at me. A boy sitting in front of me turns around and smiles. His hair is all floppy and cute, and I quickly smile back, feeling a tiny bit more confident.

‘I’ve just moved here with my mum … she’s from here,’ I explain. ‘I’m not, obviously, since I just moved here … I’m from the city.’

‘Your Mum’s running the paper, isn’t she?’

I nod. Granny often says that everyone knows everyone’s business here. When I was just a visitor I liked that everyone knew I was her granddaughter and would wave to me on the street. But then I always got to escape back into the city’s anonymity once the holidays ended.

‘Well, it’s good to have you here, Mackenzie,’ Marcus says warmly. ‘I’m sure you’ll fit right in.’ I’m not so sure. Beside me a couple of girls are whispering and one of them looks at me coldly. I look away, trying to find something to focus on.

‘Ella, would you please take Mackenzie to the library?’ says Marcus. ‘She needs the class text.’

I scan the room, trying to find Ella. I take a punt that it’s the girl with long brown hair, but she stays sitting. Then another girl stands. She has blonde shoulder-length hair. Her eyes aren’t quite so blue as Immy’s, but otherwise they could be sisters. Fingers crossed she’s as nice as her.

She looks me up and down, stopping at my wild hair. I self-consciously try to fix it, but there’s not much I can do to improve it.

When it’s clear she isn’t going to say anything, I force a small smile. Thankfully, she smiles back, although it doesn’t seem very natural. I follow her out of the classroom and down the hall. She’s fast and I have to skip to keep up with her.

‘Bet this place is a bit smaller than you’re used to in the city,’ Ella says, turning a corner.

I think it’s a test. ‘Um … yeah … but I like it here … it seems like a good school.’ Even to me that sounded lame. I’m not surprised when Ella pulls a face.

She seems to be speeding up. I race along behind her, trying to think of something to say. We arrive at the front entrance and Ella points to a building across from us. ‘The library’s over there.’

‘Cool. Okay,’ I say, trying to sound super positive.

‘See ya,’ she says, leaving me in the hall. Now, of course, I think of all the things I could have asked her about the school but didn’t. I need to get better at small talk. I wish I didn’t feel so awkward and out of place.
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By the time the lunch bell goes, I have a locker with a lock and twenty years’ worth of graffiti. I also have a library card and a book to read. I grab my lunch and follow the rest of the students outside.

There’s an oval and a bunch of tables under some elm trees. The tiny canteen sells just the basics; dim sims, potato cakes, pies. I try not to think of the lunches I used to buy at my old school, where the range was amazing.

There are kids everywhere. A couple of boys crash into me as I stop in the middle of the yard, trying to work out where to sit. Lunch is at a different time to home so I can’t even spend the next hour chatting to Immy on the phone.

‘Hey there …’

I turn and see Laura with a tub full of hot chips smothered in tomato sauce.

I nod. My voice seems to have left me. She holds out the chips.

‘Peace offering,’ she says. ‘I always apologise with food.’

‘No thanks.’

‘You don’t like chips?’ She looks at me like I’m crazy.

‘Actually I do. They’re my desert island food …’ I hope she understands what I mean.

She smiles. ‘Mine too.’ Then she shakes the bucket in front of me.

‘But I don’t like sauce!’

‘I’ll remember for next time.’

This is the friendliest encounter I’ve had all day. I’m almost prepared to eat tomato sauce just so we can have a conversation.

Before I can think of something else to say, someone yells out behind us.

‘Mackenzie! Over here!’ I look around and see Ella waving wildly from a table.

‘Looks like you’re being summoned,’ Laura says, shrugging and walking off. Confused, I wonder why Laura doesn’t head over to Ella’s table too. Maybe they aren’t friends. Starting again is so hard without Immy to pave the way. She’s so good at all of this stuff. Now I have no-one to watch my back.

‘Mackenzie!’ Ella calls out again. I’m not sure why she’s being so friendly now when she seemed like she couldn’t wait to ditch me earlier, but it’s good to have somewhere to sit. And maybe some of her friends will be nice. I can only hope. I try to find a smile and head over.

‘Hi,’ I say, feeling the heat of embarrassment creeping up my neck.

Four faces stare up at me. Ella is sitting at the top of the table next to the only boy. I’m pretty sure he’s the one who smiled at me in class.

‘This is Saskia, Lina and Lex,’ says Ella, pointing to the other three people. Saskia frowns at me and I look away, wondering what I’ve done.

‘Sass, play nice,’ says Ella, like she’s telling her what to do. Saskia gives me a fake smile and then extends it to Ella, but I can tell that whatever Ella says, goes.

The boy smiles more genuinely at me. ‘I’m Lex,’ he says jokingly, like I might mistake him for Saskia. I try to laugh but the sound is choked and I fear my face is glowing red. He shuffles along to make room for me at the bench.

‘What’s for lunch?’ Lex asks me.

I look down at the paper bag I’m clutching. ‘Um … jam sandwiches!’

‘Yum. Trade?’ He pushes his pie towards me.

‘Don’t do it, Mackenzie,’ says Ella. ‘Those pies have been sitting in the oven all year. Lex is the only one who ever orders them.’

Lex laughs. ‘It’s true. But I’m still alive.’

I take out my sandwich. It’s a bit squashed but it’s comforting knowing that Granny made the bread. Even though it’s a day old, it’s still fluffy and delicious.

‘Questions. You must have some?’ Lex says, looking at me. I notice his brown eyes. They’re almost as dark as mine. His fringe flops over his face. He blows it away and grins. I can feel my hands getting clammy and look down, pretending to be fascinated by my lunch.

‘Um … I don’t know.’

‘Ask us anything!’

‘What sort of music is big here?’ I gulp, thinking that A Happy Accident might be auditioning for a new singer right at this moment.

‘There’s a country band. And an orchestra,’ says Ella.

My heart sinks. I knew there was a chance of this. ‘Oh,’ I say, trying hard to hide how disappointed I am.

‘Are you a musician?’ Lex asks me.

I nod. ‘Yeah.’

‘Let me guess – a drummer?’

‘No.’

‘Singer?’ Lex asks.

‘Yeah.’

‘And you don’t play country?’

‘No. I don’t.’

‘What have you got against songs about lovesick cowboys?’ he says lightly.

I smile, but it doesn’t feel very genuine. Just when the band was starting to succeed, I chose to move here, where it’s either classical music or singing songs about my horse leaving me.

‘You could start a band,’ he tells me.

He’s right. Of course I could. That’s how A Happy Accident came to be. But it won’t be the same. I knew this when I decided to move here, but I think I was kidding myself that it would be okay. What if I can’t find anyone who likes the same sort of music as me?

‘But don’t let Lex join,’ Ella says, smiling at him. ‘He thinks he’s musical, but I’ve heard him sing when nobody else is around. Not pretty!’

He shrugs. ‘Maybe Mackenzie will think I have an awesome voice!’

Ella slides her arm around his neck and tousles his hair. I hadn’t guessed they were a couple and I’m surprised at how disappointed I feel.

‘Don’t suppose you ride horses?’ Lex asks me.

‘Yeah, I do. A little,’ I say.

‘Cool,’ says Lex. ‘That’s my thing!’

‘And mine,’ says Ella. ‘I show jump. You should come to a competition with us sometime,’ she tells me. But I’m not sure how genuine this is or if she’s just trying to claim me like she seems to have claimed the others.

Saskia looks me over and stops on my Converse sneakers. I notice they are all wearing real sneakers, probably because they have PE. Converse don’t really cut it in the country. ‘You don’t look like a rider.’

‘Well, I am,’ I say quietly, wondering why Saskia is being so rude.

‘We’re all real riders,’ snaps Saskia. ‘I doubt you’d keep up.’

She makes it sound like I’ll never fit in. I wish she’d at least give me a chance. Maybe she’d be surprised. I squish my crusts between my fingers, imagining what Immy would say if she were here.

‘I hate horses,’ says Lina from down the end of the table. ‘The last time I tried to ride I was bucked off!’ I smile at Lina, thankful that she’s saved me from Saskia’s attention.

As I listen to them talking, I realise they’ve all known each other since they were babies. Immy and me are like that too, but it’s not very common in the city. Around here, I guess everyone has just grown up together. Their parents probably grew up together too. I wonder if it feels comforting or stifling. It makes me feel even further away from my friends. How will I ever really belong?

‘You’ll love it here. In summer we all swim in the river or one of the dams. We have the show in September and we all compete,’ says Ella.

‘Or not!’ calls Lina. ‘And in winter we have bonfires, and a lantern parade through the streets.’

Saskia pulls a face at me. ‘It might seem a bit boring compared with the city.’

I shake my head. I don’t understand why Saskia assumes I’d be bored just because I’m from the city. ‘No. It’s not boring. I love it here. I’ve been coming since I was little,’ I say, wishing I didn’t sound so defensive.

‘Whatever,’ says Saskia. She stands up. ‘Come on, Lina, let’s go do some boring country stuff.’

Lina shrugs apologetically like she’s trying to soften what Saskia has said. I should have expected this. Not everyone is going to be friendly. I didn’t think they’d be outright horrible, though.

‘We’ve got double science now,’ says Ella.

‘Oh, did the bell ring?’ I say.

‘No bell in the country!’ jokes Lex. ‘Just roosters.’

‘Um … yeah … I heard one this morning. Harry or something.’

Lex smiles at me as we all get up to head back inside. ‘It’s Harold, not Harry. I’m just over the back fence.’

‘Where all the land is?’

‘Yep. It’s called a farm,’ he says teasingly, before tossing his rubbish into the bin like he’s making a three-pointer in basketball.

‘Is the rooster yours?’

‘Unfortunately yes. He drives us all crazy but my sister refuses to let anyone get rid of him.’

‘Typical Laura,’ says Ella, stepping in between us. ‘Stubborn and selfish.’

‘Ella, you promised you’d stop bad-mouthing her,’ says Lex, frowning. ‘She’s my sister.’

‘That was before she started making up rumours about me,’ says Ella coldly.

‘She didn’t,’ mutters Lex.

I wonder if it’s hot-chip Laura they’re talking about. As if she senses my doubt, Ella swings around to me and pulls a face.

‘I saw you two chatting before. But believe me, you don’t want to be friends with Laura. I know from experience. I used to be her best friend.’

I don’t know what to say. I can tell Lex is finding the conversation really uncomfortable as well. But I’m also a little intrigued. So Laura the pianist is Lex’s sister, and Ella’s ex-best friend.

‘Um, I haven’t really talked to Laura,’ I say, trying to escape the whole thing.

‘Keep it that way,’ says Ella coldly.

I don’t know what to say. I hardly know her and her voice is so hard. But then she smiles and her face is light again. ‘You should join the school council. I bet you’d be great. We have a meeting tomorrow morning, before maths.’

I half nod, not sure I want to get involved, or even if it’s a good idea to hang around Ella. It’s not like I have many other options, though, and I’m trying to keep an open mind. Ella obviously thinks I’m agreeing to join because she says, ‘Great,’ before marching off to her locker.

‘Sorry about that,’ says Lex quietly. He seems to be blushing. ‘Laura’s my twin. We’re actually really close. Most of the time.’

‘Oh. Right.’

‘Ella can be a bit, well … A bit “school councillor”. You’ll see.’

I’m sure I will.
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I wake up to Harold’s crooning and it makes me think about Lex and Laura. I check my phone, hoping maybe Immy realised I was a bit down last night and texted. But she hasn’t. I’d phoned Immy because I’d wanted to chat through my day. I tried to explain everything that had happened at school and she was interested – up to a point. But then she was busting to tell me about the band and how Gen auditioned to sing backup and her voice was amazing and perfect for harmonies. She didn’t seem to get that this would make me feel super left-out. It’s somehow even worse that it’s Gen who’s replacing me. It makes me feel like I was never needed in the first place. Next thing Gen will probably be writing lyrics and then they’ll be saying, Mack who?

Mum didn’t make it home for dinner last night, so Journo and I shared a toasted tomato-and-cheese sandwich. It’s my go-to comfort food – much to Becky’s horror. She’d try to make me add green things to it like kale.

Granny rang and offered to come round with some soup, but I explained that I needed to bake. She understood, of course. After Grandpa died, she baked enough for the whole town. It’s amazing how much better I felt after singing along with my favourite Missy Higgins tracks and cooking a batch of double-chocolate brownies and some pale pink meringues.

Dad rang to see how the first day went but he couldn’t talk for long because Becky had booked tickets to some classical concert and he was being hurried out the door. I tried to sound interested but classical music is about as exciting as a bowl of steamed broccoli.

This morning I pack brownies and meringues for lunch and grab some change to buy hot chips. Mum’s snoring, and I head out the door without even trying to wake her.

It’s freezing. I pull my puffer jacket tighter and wish I’d remembered gloves. I dodge the worst of the mud and head down the side of the road towards town. Dad’s promised to bring my bike when he visits – I couldn’t manage it on the train along with my suitcase. But actually, I’m quite enjoying walking everywhere. It means I notice things.

Having said that, I wish I’d paid more attention when Mum drove me to school yesterday. Today I can’t remember whether I need to head left or right at the first intersection and Google Maps keeps crashing. I try calling Mum for directions but she doesn’t answer.

Frosted with dew, the grass is glittering in the sunlight. I blow a stream of warm air on my hands to try to heat my fingers.

‘You lost?’

I look up to see Laura skateboarding towards me.

‘Lost is a strong word! Misplaced, more like it,’ I tell her.

She jumps off the skateboard and kicks the back so that it flies up and she can grab it. Only problem is, she doesn’t, and the board drops loudly to the ground. She rolls her eyes.

‘Nice trick!’ I say, laughing, then stop because I’m not sure she’ll find it funny.

‘Hey, I’m still learning,’ she says, smiling. I try to relax. Laura seems pretty easy to talk to, and I wonder why Ella told me to stay away. I’d love to ask her about it, but I don’t know her well enough yet.

‘It’s hard to pull that one off,’ I say.

‘Can you ride?’

‘No. I can’t even balance on one while the wheels are rolling! But Gen, one of my friends, is pretty good.’ And now she’s singing backup in the band. My role. The thought makes me sag.

‘I wish I could practise more,’ says Laura. ‘But I never have time. The only skating I get is to and from school.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, still busy thinking about backup singing.

‘Come on, I’ll show you the way.’ Laura scoops up her skateboard and tucks it under her arm. I notice her gloves – bright striped wool and super thick.

‘Nice gloves …’

‘Thanks. I knitted them.’ She holds them up so I can see the holes between the fingers and smiles wryly. ‘Details aren’t really my thing.’ We turn left at the intersection and head down the main road towards the school. A couple of cars pass but otherwise the streets are pretty quiet.

‘What about playing piano? That’s detailed,’ I say.

She shrugs like piano isn’t important, but I’m sure she doesn’t mean it. I saw how seriously she was playing yesterday.

‘You sing?’

‘Backup, usually …’ I think of Gen belting out the chorus to my song. And I pretend the itch in my eyes is just the cold.

Laura looks closely at me. Her face is small and pixie-like and her short brown hair is swept back under a beanie. ‘Is music your thing?’

‘Yeah. I used to play guitar too.’

‘Come and hang out in the music room if you like … there are guitars you can borrow. I’m always there before school.’

‘What about after?’

She shakes her head. ‘I have farm jobs then. Feeding the animals and mucking out the stables.’

I’m so used to having my time free after school. Except for homework and the band, I don’t do much. Unpack the dishwasher and cook sometimes. I can’t imagine having to do real labour every day.

Laura leads me across the road and down a track. ‘I’m taking you the locals’ way,’ she says as we reach a little gate in a large fence. I realise it’s the back of the school oval. She bumps it with her shoulder and lets me go in first.

There are a few kids kicking footies on the oval and we both duck as one flies over our heads. I follow Laura into the main school building, where it’s just as cold as outside.

As if reading my mind, Laura says, ‘The heating doesn’t really work until lunchtime!’

She pulls off her beanie and her cropped hair stands straight up. She doesn’t bother smoothing it down, but somehow it suits her anyway.

‘I’ll show you the music room. Let’s just dump our bags,’ says Laura, heading to the bank of lockers. As we reach them, a door off the hallway opens and Ella and Saskia peer out.

‘Mackenzie! Just in time. School council meeting is about to start.’

My stomach churns. I’d completely forgotten the meeting was this morning.

I see Ella glance across to where Laura is shoving stuff into her locker. My cheeks are starting to redden and it’s not because it’s warm in here.

‘Um … hi …’ I manage. The zip on my puffer is stuck and I’m trying to force it down.

‘In here,’ says Ella. ‘We’re waiting for you.’

Saskia gives me a look like the only thing she’s waiting for is for me to disappear.

Laura shuts her locker and turns slowly, taking in the scene. She looks over at me and I try to read the expression on her face. I wish I knew how she felt about Ella, and why they aren’t friends anymore.

‘You know where I’ll be, Mack,’ she says quietly as she heads down the hall.

Ella strides towards me. Her hair is pulled back into an Immy-style ponytail. Immy’s hair is always perfect and I used to feel quite envious when we were little. My hair just never looks like that, no matter how much I brush it.

‘Did you walk here with Laura?’

‘Yeah. We’re neighbours.’

Ella rolls her eyes like this is no excuse.

‘We can talk about it later. We’re about to take a vote for the school social. It’s going to be so much fun.’ She tugs me towards the school council room. ‘Maybe you could be the music supervisor for the event,’ she adds sweetly.

It’s confusing. Saskia clearly doesn’t want me around, so why is Ella being overly friendly?

Just at that moment, Laura starts playing piano in the music room. She’s doing a Missy Higgins song – it’s almost like she knows that it’s one of my favourites. All I want to do right now is play music. I’ve missed it. And it’d be the perfect way to stop thinking about Gen singing my backup track.

But Ella is so insistent and I feel guilty because I must have made it seem like I was happy to join the school council. And maybe it would be fun. It would be good to have a group to hang out with, even if that group includes Saskia.

I don’t know what to do. Do I head off to the music room or do I let Ella drag me into school council?
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Mum left without me this morning. A removalist truck came and packed up her life and it was really hard to watch her leave. It didn’t help that we were both crying, and Mum rarely cries, which made it even worse.

It feels very strange being in the house without our stuff. Mum took my bed, my dresser and my bookshelves with her so that I can have a room in her country house, but all my day-to-day things will be moved to Dad’s. Now I’m walking through our empty house saying goodbye.

Mum’s not selling. Not yet, anyway. She’s agreed to rent out the house for a year until she knows that the newspaper job is definitely what she wants. But it means someone else’s family will be moving in shortly.

I decided to stay in the city because of the band and my friends and my school and my dad, but now that it’s actually real, it feels overwhelming.

In the kitchen, I rub my hand across the faded pencil lines on the wall where Mum and Dad used to mark my height. Then, in my bedroom, I stand in the strip of warmth where the sunlight strikes the floor, near where my bed used to be. Finally, I head outside and hug my favourite tree, where my rope swing used to hang.

Mum has made me promise that I’ll take the train up every second weekend, and she’ll come to town regularly too. I won’t get to see Granny every week for dinner, but at least I’ll be in the country more often and I can spend time with her then. I know it’s going to be really hard adjusting. I’m happy Mum’s moving close to Granny, though, because she worries about her. And so do I.

I pull the door shut for the last time and grab my bike. Time to go home and sort out all my stuff. Home. For the first time ever, this house is not one of my homes. The thought makes me really sad. I hope I made the right decision.

Even riding to Dad’s feels strange today. This will be the last time I have any reason to ride along this path for a while. I wonder what things would have been like if I’d moved to the country with Mum. New school. New friends. Baking with Granny. Riding horses. I shake away the thoughts. There’s no point dwelling on all that now.

Besides, the band has so much work to do. Strike that. I have so much work to do for the band. They’re all waiting for lyrics, but I’m struggling to come up with anything good. I told Immy it was because I’d been so busy helping Mum pack up the house, but I’m not sure that’s the real problem. Things between Immy and I have been a bit weird since I told her that her new song was different to our usual sound. She won’t change it, or even acknowledge that it is different, even though Gen and Ollie agreed with me. She just keeps telling me to get writing, and I have tried, but it’s not working. I’ve promised her that when everything’s settled again, the lyrics will come. I hope that’s true.

As I pull up outside Dad’s apartment block, there’s a huge white truck blocking the underground carpark, so I can’t put my bike away. Becky is in the back of the truck, giving instructions. I sigh. That huge white truck is full of Becky’s life, and it’s about to be squashed into our flat.

She glances over so I scurry inside with my bike, pretending I haven’t seen her. I’m sure Becky will mention later that I snubbed her, but right now, I don’t care. I’m not in the mood to talk to her. I don’t want to talk to Dad either, because he keeps banging on about how happy he is that Becky and I now have a chance to get to know each other better. He seems clueless about how little Becky and I like each other.

I ride the lift up to the rooftop garden. My plan is to lie in a deckchair, look at the city and write some lyrics. Except as I wheel my bike out onto the roof, I see Toby already occupying one of the chairs. Then, of course, I instantly crash into a table and tip a chair over.

‘Hey, Mack!’ Toby calls, coming over. I’m trying to lean my bike against the wall, fix the chair situation, and stop the crazy blush that is fast spreading up my neck. But I’m not succeeding at any of them. ‘Here, let me help.’

As Toby leans forward, I accidentally whack him on the head with the chair.

‘Ow!’ Rubbing his jaw, he steps back.

‘I’m sorry. You okay?’

He smiles. ‘I think so. Could have been worse! Wish I’d been wearing one of those though …’ he nods towards my head, and I realise I still have my (extra large, bright green) bike helmet on.

Embarrassed, I pull it from my head. ‘It’s the only thing that keeps my hair under control!’ I joke.

‘You do have a lot of hair,’ Toby agrees. ‘I mean … great … it’s great … hair…’

We both laugh nervously, then Toby clears his throat and says, ‘Do you want to sit? I was just checking out the view.’

I’m not sure if sitting down with a super cute boy is something I’m up for right now. ‘I’m supposed to be writing the lyrics for a song,’ I tell him.

‘I’m supposed to be studying for a science test,’ he replies with a grin.

I swing my bike helmet, needing to do something that doesn’t involve looking into Toby’s very sparkly eyes.

‘I’m not very good at science,’ he admits. ‘I’m almost failing.’

He sounds so miserable that I decide to sit down. ‘I can stay for five minutes.’

‘Is that all?’ He sounds disappointed.

Nervously, I chew my bottom lip. ‘Yep. Then I have work to do!’

Leaving my bike where it is, I follow Toby to his table. I see a science textbook and a bunch of notes. There’s an open box of Cheezels too, which must be his study food.

‘How are you on the periodic table?’ Toby asks hopefully.

Pulling a silly face, I shake my head. ‘Me and science aren’t exactly friends,’ I say. ‘Much to Dad’s horror.’

‘You said he was a scientist. What sort?’

‘Environmental. It’s actually really interesting until he gets bleak about the world ending, and then it’s just depressing.’

‘Sounds like some of my conversations with Mum,’ says Toby. ‘She’s an emergency doctor, and full of warnings about how not to live. All terrifying, of course.’

‘Wow. Yeah, that must be full on.’

‘Cheezel?’ He offers me the box.

‘I haven’t had these since I was little,’ I say. I slide a bright orange cheese ring into my mouth. It makes my skin pucker as it dissolves under my tongue.

Toby looks out at the view. ‘I can see the sea!’ he says.

‘Really? I don’t think so!’

‘Maybe you need supersonic glasses,’ he says.

I look across, and see that he’s staring out at the city behind Cheezel glasses. I totally crack up. Then he lobs the Cheezels into the air and catches them in his mouth.

‘Nice …’

‘Thanks. Misspent youth! Probably the reason I’m bombing out of science. Poor Mum. She just assumed I’d be good at it because she is, but it’s not my thing. I’m planning on switching to history next year, and maybe Cheezel production!’

‘Sounds good.’ I lean back on the deckchair and wrap my cardigan around me. It’s colder up here than it is on street level.

He smiles at me and I look away and then back. Chatting to a boy on my own feels very new. Usually I’m with Immy when we talk to boys. But I realise I feel almost calm talking to Toby. Sort of comfortable.

‘Tell me about your band.’ Toby leans forward like he really wants to hear the answer.

‘Well, we’re called A Happy Accident.’

‘Let me guess … you met by accident and it made you happy?’ he says lightly.

‘What gave it away?’ I joke, wondering if this is flirting. My skin warms up at the thought.

He smiles. ‘I’m just very smart! What kind of music do you play?’

‘Well, our band has an indie-pop alt rock sound, but the lyrics I’m trying to write are for something slower.’ I sigh. ‘I like the music, but it’s just not calling to me.’ As I say it, I realise it’s true. Immy’s given me something I don’t know how to respond to.

‘I don’t write the music for our band,’ I explain. ‘I just sing backup and write lyrics.’

‘Have you ever written music?’

‘Ages ago,’ I say. The last time I wrote a song was back when I still played guitar. Sometimes I have pieces of music in my head and I wish I could turn them into songs, but it’s hard without an instrument. Now I never play – or write music – because it’s become Immy’s thing.

‘Okay, here’s the deal,’ announces Toby suddenly. ‘You try to write a song – music and everything – and I’ll finish this box of Cheezels. Fair?’ He grins at me, his green eyes all sparkling and cheeky, and I can’t help but grin back.

‘I can’t write a song! I don’t have a guitar anymore.’

‘I have Dad’s downstairs. I can’t play, so you can borrow it,’ he tells me.

I’m sure Toby is being really generous, but given how possessive Immy is about writing our band’s music, and how things between us have been a bit off lately, I don’t even know if I want to play guitar anymore. It’s almost like playing guitar means betraying Immy. Unsettled by the thought, I stand up and accidentally bump the table, spilling some of Toby’s papers onto the ground.

‘Sorry, I’ve gotta go,’ I mutter, scooping everything up and putting it back on the table.

‘Oh, okay, was it something I said?’

I shake my head. ‘Nope. Just got stuff to do. I’ll see you round,’ I tell him, backing away quickly. Toby seems nice but I’m not sure how I feel about using his dad’s guitar. It seems too personal when I’ve only just met him.

As I grab my bike and head back to the flat I keep running over the things I said to Toby. I hope I asked him enough questions and didn’t just talk about myself. Maybe leaving so fast was rude.

I’m hoping no-one’s home so I can work on the lyrics for Immy’s song, but as I put my key in the door Becky opens it for me, looking so perky and neat that it makes me want to scream. I just wish she wasn’t here.

‘Come to help unpack, Mackenzie?’

‘Not really, Rebecca,’ I say. I’ve told her a hundred times to call me Mack. It always makes me feel like I’m in trouble when adults use my full name.

‘It’s Becky,’ she says, with what I assume is a fake smile.

‘Yep. It’s Mack,’ I say back. I know I’m being petty but I was really hoping I’d have a few hours of peace before she moved in.

I squeeze past a red-and-orange couch that’s angled across the doorway. It doesn’t look right with the muted colours Dad loves.

‘Hey, Mack! Been wondering when you were going to turn up,’ says Dad, walking out of the kitchen with a tower of cookbooks. He trips on a box and the cookbooks go flying.

Leaning my bike up against the couch, I go to see if he’s okay. Becky quickly grabs my bike like it’s damaging her precious furniture. ‘Don’t lean it there, put it in your room,’ she snaps.

‘It’s my flat too,’ I snap back.

Becky raises an eyebrow like she’s shocked at my tone. Again I wonder if I’ve made a huge mistake moving in here.

‘Okay guys, there’s enough space for all of us,’ says Dad, giving me a pleading look as he picks up the scattered books. I wonder if he ever tells Becky she has to be nice to me too.

‘Fine,’ I say. ‘I have things to do,’ I tell them, manoeuvring my bike past a huge stack of Becky’s stuff towards my bedroom. I listen out for Becky, expecting her to whisper something about my behaviour to Dad, but she doesn’t. I’m almost disappointed.

‘I put all the stuff from your mum’s into your room!’ Dad calls after me.

He’s right. There are even more boxes in my room, but at least it’s my stuff. And it’s not like I have to do anything with it for the moment. In fact, I can lie on my bed with headphones on and listen to music and be left alone. It’s perfect.
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Later that day, Dad and Becky go to buy a cupboard for Becky’s clothes because they won’t fit in Dad’s wardrobe. I’m still struggling to write the lyrics for Immy’s song, so I decide to procrastibake. It’s a good distraction, and I can tell Dad it’s a welcome cake for Becky. That should help smooth things over between us.

It’s hard to reach the food processor because Becky’s glasses and pots and cups are all over the kitchen. I shove everything to one side and start making one of my favourite Granny recipes: chocolate layer cake.

I always listen to music when I’m baking, except if I’m with Granny. Today I’m singing along to an old, slightly scratched Ella Fitzgerald record, which is one of Dad’s favourites, as I assemble my cake. It’s even higher than I’d hoped. I smooth a layer of chocolate ganache across the top and sides and cover it with white chocolate curls. I can hear Granny telling me to tidy up the smears, but I think it looks amazing. I’m going for rustic, not perfect.

I lick the bowl and the beaters and I’m just tidying up the kitchen when they come back from the shops. Dad’s laughing as he walks in, and the sound makes me smile.

‘I made afternoon tea, hope you guys are hungry!’ I say, pointing to the tower of cake.

‘Is that chocolate cake?’ Becky asks, her voice not quite as excited as I expected.

‘Um … yeah,’ I say. ‘I’ll just put the kettle on.’

I fill the teapot with twice the number of leaves most people would use, just like Mum always does, and then follow Granny’s ritual of turning the pot three times to the left. I wish she were here instead of Becky.

Dad slices the thinnest pieces of cake I’ve ever seen. ‘Becky’s cutting down on sugar,’ he explains.

Of course she is.

‘But you aren’t!’ I say to Dad.

‘He is,’ says Becky.

I wait for Dad to argue with her, but instead he just smiles at me – a sort of guilty, apologetic smile – and I wonder when my dad became so hopeless at standing up for himself.

‘Well, I’m not,’ I retort, cutting a slice so huge that I doubt even I can actually eat it. Then I pour a very strong cup of tea, wishing I could blink and make Mum appear next to me. She loves this cake.

‘You do know that chocolate has caffeine in it,’ says Becky.

‘Yep,’ I say, dragging out the word to make the point.

‘And so does tea,’ she adds.

‘Great!’ I slurp my tea loudly, and spoon in a huge mouthful of cake. I watch Dad take a tiny taste. I can’t believe he’s letting Becky tell him what to do.

‘Too much caffeine isn’t good for you. That’s why I only drink herbal tea after twelve.’

‘I hate herbal tea,’ I say, shoving in more cake. Becky’s making me really angry. I was trying to do the right thing by baking her a cake and she’s ruined it. Doesn’t she ever lighten up?

‘Yum, Mack,’ Dad says, trying to be positive. Becky still hasn’t even tasted it.

‘It’s Mum’s favourite!’ I say, directing the words at Becky.

Becky stands up. ‘I’d better keep unpacking,’ she says, leaving her cake untouched.

Dad grabs my hand before I can say anything. Then he slides Becky’s piece towards him and starts eating it too. ‘Thanks for trying, love. It was a very kind gesture,’ he says. ‘Becky’s just very healthy.’

I snort. ‘One bit of cake wouldn’t kill her.’

Dad polishes off the second slice.

‘I know it’s hard at the moment, but it will be okay in the end. I promise,’ Dad says.

But I’m not so sure he’s right.
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The kitchen is still a mess when I wander out in the morning, although other parts of the apartment are almost liveable. I haven’t helped unpack Becky’s stuff. I haven’t even started on my own. Immy says that’s because, deep down, I’m making it easy to change my mind and move to Mum’s. I’m trying not to admit she’s right. I decided to stay in the city for lots of reasons, and I don’t want to let Becky make me give up.

I manage to find the toaster and am making myself breakfast when Becky wanders in wearing one of Dad’s old T-shirts and the striped pyjama pants I gave him last Christmas. Seeing her in Dad’s clothes bugs me. And because it’s Sunday, I’m stuck here with her all day.

‘Morning,’ Becky says, switching on the kettle and taking out two cups. Dad must be still asleep. It’s really weird to see her making him a cup of tea.

‘Hi,’ I say, wishing I could eat breakfast alone like I usually do. It’s my time to get my mind straight. I decide to head out as soon as I can.

‘Do you need so much jam?’ Becky says, pointing at the amount I’m piling onto my toast.

‘Yeah,’ I tell her, adding even more than I usually do.

‘That’s a lot of sugar. Maybe you should try having porridge instead,’ she says.

‘I’m good,’ I say, crunching into one of the pieces and watching her make really milky, weak tea. Mum would call it dishwater.

‘My cat’s arriving on Friday,’ Becky says.

‘You have a cat? But Dad’s super allergic!’ I point out.

She pulls a face. ‘My friend is on board to take her if it doesn’t work out. Your dad said you love cats.’

‘Well, I love Mum’s cat, Journo. She used to sleep on my bed.’ Thinking of Journo makes me sad. I wonder how she’s going at Mum’s new place. ‘Does your cat do that?’

‘I don’t think animals should ever sleep on people’s beds,’ states Becky. ‘Besides, Ginger is a scratcher.’

Of course she is, I think.

‘I’m going out,’ I say, desperately needing to end this conversation. ‘For a run,’ I add, knowing she’ll be impressed.

She nods and I can tell it worked. Actually, I’m just going to head up to the rooftop to escape Becky’s porridge and weak tea, and try to work on the song. I grab my phone so I can Skype Mum if the lyrics aren’t flowing.

As I head out, I see Toby coming down the corridor with a newspaper and a brown paper bag from the French bakery around the corner. Lucky him.

‘Mack! Um, hi …’

‘Hi,’ I say. We both shuffle around awkwardly. I wonder if he’s annoyed at me for leaving so abruptly yesterday.

‘I have croissants,’ Toby says, holding the bag up. ‘Mum’s still asleep. Do you want one? I bought three.’ His hair flops down over his eyes. He brushes it away and I look at the floor.

I want to say yes. I love that shop’s pastries. But I’m not sure if I’m up to meeting his mum over breakfast and hanging out in his apartment just yet.

He opens the bag and the smell is overwhelmingly delicious. ‘They’re still warm!’ He wafts the bag beneath my nose, making me smile.

‘Okay,’ I say. Buttery goodness is worth a few awkward moments.

I follow him inside. Toby’s apartment is a mirror of Dad’s, except they don’t have as much stuff as we do, so it’s neater. The walls are filled with large, stunning paintings. A lamp extends out over the tan leather couch and a bright patterned rug spreads across most of the lounge room floor. There’s no television, just a long wall of books. It feels comfortable and relaxed, the perfect place for reading and talking, just like the lounge room at Mum’s place used to be.

Thinking of Mum makes my heart ache a bit. She’s probably unpacking in her new place by now. Actually, scratch that. She’s probably at work already, trying to organise the paper and forgetting to eat. If I were there I could cook for her. Quickly, I shake away the thought.

‘Jam or butter?’ Toby asks, walking into the kitchen and taking out two plates.

‘Jam … please …’ I say, suddenly overwhelmed by shyness.

‘Good choice.’ He gets out about ten jars. ‘I love jam,’ he confides.

I smile.‘Me too.’

We don’t talk while we eat. I’ve never eaten croissants with a cute boy before and I can’t think of anything to say. Given how quiet Toby’s being, I’m guessing he has the same problem.

‘Did you write your song?’ he finally asks.

‘Well, not exactly,’ I admit.

There are bits of flaky pastry on Toby’s face and I’m not sure whether to tell him or just pretend they aren’t there. I can feel my neck heating up.

Suddenly, Toby jumps up, accidentally upending the plate in front of him. It crashes down onto the bench but, amazingly, doesn’t crack. ‘Oops! Be right back,’ he says, dashing out of the room.

While he’s gone I quickly wipe my face, making sure there are no crumbs on it. A moment later Toby walks back into the room, holding up the most beautiful guitar I’ve ever seen.

‘Dad was a pretty keen guitarist, but it probably needs tuning.’ Toby gets close enough for me to see the cursive gold logo across the head of the guitar.

‘I can’t play that!’ I gasp. The guitar is a Maton – handmade in Australia and one of the best brands in the world.

Toby laughs. ‘Why not?’

‘I’m just a hack.’

‘Well, hack away, because this Maton hasn’t been played for a long time.’

‘What about your Dad? I’m sure he won’t want me using his guitar,’ I say.

‘He died,’ Toby says softly. ‘Five years ago. And he’d be delighted if you played it.’

I swallow. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.’

‘It’s okay, Mack,’ Toby assures me. ‘It would make me and the guitar very happy if you played it.’

I stare at the beautiful instrument uncertainly. It’s not like I haven’t thought about playing, it’s just that I always knew Immy was better. She sort of staked a claim in that role.

Toby holds the guitar out, like he knows that if I take it, my fingers will automatically start strumming. ‘It’s not going to bite,’ he teases.

He’s standing really close. I take the guitar just so he’ll give me some space.

‘I’ll be back in a sec,’ he says.

‘Are you hoping that by leaving me alone with this guitar, I’ll start playing it?’

‘Am I that obvious?’ he laughs, walking out of the room.

This guitar deserves to be held properly. I slide it across my lap, my hands cradling the neck. Instantly, my fingers start picking strings and within seconds I’m strumming.

The only way I can tune a guitar is by singing a note and then following the pitch. I sing an A and then an E and adjust the strings until they sound the same. I start to strum again. I’m rusty. I haven’t played for a couple of years, but within minutes I can feel my fingers adjusting and remembering.

I pick my way through a classic cover that Immy and I used to play years ago. We’d busk out the front of our local shopping centre, both of us wearing Santa hats, and usually our guitar cases would be full of coins by the end of the day.

Some of the lyrics come to me, but not all of them. I half hum, half sing my way through. As I finish, I hear clapping and Toby peers around the door with a huge grin on his face.

‘You’ve got a great voice,’ he says, walking in.

‘Thanks,’ I mumble, blushing. It took me ages to be comfortable playing music in public. And I’ve never done it without Immy by my side.

‘That guitar suits you.’

‘It’s pretty amazing. You should learn to play it,’ I tell him.

‘That’s what Dad always said.’ Toby’s voice cracks a little.

‘I could teach you,’ I say, a little shyly. ‘It’s not hard.’

Toby looks sort of sad. Maybe the thought of learning the guitar is too much. I don’t know if I should ask him more about his dad or not. Then, before I can, he says quietly,‘I’ll leave you to it.’

‘Won’t I wake your mum?’

Toby pulls a silly face. ‘Don’t worry. She could sleep through anything. No more excuses! You have a song to write!’

If only it was that easy.

But it is strange how right the guitar feels across my legs. I’ve always sat down to play. Immy uses a strap and stands with her guitar, but I never felt comfortable doing that.

I close my eyes and start singing the song we wrote for the first part of the competition. When I sing, my whole body just slows. My hands go loose and my shoulders stop hunching. I feel clear and light. As I reach the chorus, my hands start playing, like they’ve always known the notes.

As I finish, I grin to myself. It feels so good to play music again. Not just to sing, but to play an instrument. Why did I ever stop? I’d always thought it was because Immy was such a great guitarist and it felt like her instrument. But now I wonder if it was because of me. I stopped playing around the time my parents broke up and everything seemed too hard. Lugging a guitar between houses just added to that hardness, and I doubted if I was any good anyway.

I start picking my way through some chords, messing around with a beat. I’m trying to find a rhythm I can work with. As I do, I hum. Suddenly I know what I want to write about. I just need to find the right music.


Time is time today,

Let me on my way,

You and I will play with the sun.

I’m not letting go

Everybody knows

This is where

My heart can stay …



I keep playing as I sing, making up the lyrics as I go. They’re rough and unpolished, but they’re a start. I need to write them down before I forget. I lay the guitar down on the couch and go looking for Toby. He’s in the hallway, out of sight, leaning against the wall and listening.

‘Toby? You okay?’

He nods. His green eyes are sad and glazed, like maybe there are tears on their way.

‘It just … reminds me of Dad. He played every day.’

I nod, thinking of how music makes me feel sometimes, and without thinking, blurt out, ‘Music does that. Takes you back. Transports you. That’s one of the reasons I love it.’

Toby lifts his gaze to meet mine. ‘Do you really think you could teach me?’

‘Absolutely!’ I hold out my hand. ‘Shake on it!’

His warm fingers wrap around mine and it’s like an electric buzz runs through his skin and into mine. Quickly, we jump apart.

‘Can I grab a pen and some paper?’ I ask, flustered.

He nods and heads to his room while I gulp in air. I’m way out of my depth. I’ll write my song as fast as possible and get back to Dad’s.

‘Here you go,’ says Toby, handing me a notepad and a black pen.

I take them, careful to avoid touching his skin. I’m not sure if I’m ready for a repeat of that electric shock feeling. ‘Thanks!’

Retreating to the couch, I lean the guitar on my knee, hold the pen in my mouth and start picking my way through the first few bars of the song.
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What seems like minutes later, but is probably more like an hour, I fold the sheet of paper up and tuck it into my pocket. I’ve written a new song – the words and the music. I really didn’t expect to be doing this today and it feels exciting.

‘How’s it going?’ Toby walks into the room with his science homework.

‘It’s basically done!’

‘Really? Can I hear it?’

I cringe a little. ‘Not yet. It needs work, but it’s a start. And it’s all thanks to you.’

Toby shrugs. ‘When it’s a big hit I want a cut. Okay?’

‘We’ll negotiate,’ I laugh, feeling more relaxed. Joking around I can handle. Intense handholding I can’t.

‘I should go,’ I tell him, standing up.

‘Guitar lesson next weekend?’ Toby asks.

I nod. ‘Sure. Hope your fingers are tough. Mine are still tingling. Those steel strings are hard!’

Toby opens the door for me. ‘See you, Mack,’ he says gently.

‘Bye,’ I say, shy again.

I wait until I hear Toby shut the door before I go to Dad’s, trying to slow my heart rate. It’s racing like mad and I know it’s because of Toby. I like him. He’s funny. He’s kind. And he’s cute. But I’m not sure if having a crush on my neighbour is a good idea. What if he doesn’t like me? What if it all goes pear-shaped? What if?

I slide my hand into my back pocket for my key, and my fingers touch the piece of paper that holds my new song. Even if nothing else happens, Toby’s the reason I have this. He’s also the reason I remembered how much I loved playing music. Maybe that’s enough. I can’t wait to ring Mum and tell her I’ve just written a song and played guitar again. She’ll be so happy.
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It’s a gorgeous sunny morning when I head into the school gates. Immy meets me with a hug. ‘Has Becky moved in?’

‘Yeah. There’s stuff everywhere, and apparently I eat too much sugar!’

‘Evil step-mum giving you a hard time already?’ says Immy sympathetically.

‘She’s not my step-mum.’

‘Not yet. Imagine when she has a baby!’

I frown. I’m always amazed when Immy says things like this. She knows how sensitive I am about it. ‘Don’t …’ I say, then stop. Confronting Immy is pointless, because she always makes it seem like I’m overreacting.

Immy swats my arm and rolls her eyes dramatically. ‘Just joking!’

Like that.

I’m working up to telling her how I feel about Becky – how hard it is sharing my dad and my living space with her – when Immy switches the focus to the band.

‘So, finished the song yet?’

‘I’ve written something,’ I admit, ‘but it’s pretty rough!’

‘Cool! Can I read it?’

‘Nope. Patience,’ I tell her, grinning back.

‘You know that’s not my thing,’ pouts Immy.

I shrug as the bell rings. ‘Meet you in the music room at lunch. Bring your guitar!’

Immy groans as she goes to class. As I head down the corridor in the other direction, I realise I haven’t told her that my lyrics don’t fit her music, they fit mine. I’m pretty sure she’ll like my song, and I hope the band gets what I’m trying to do. We’ve always said we’d be honest with each other, so this is my chance to test that out. We need another song for Battle of the Bands, so we can use this one instead of Immy’s.
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Carrying my super-hot cheese pie, I hurry to the music room. I want to prepare a bit before Immy arrives. But as I get closer, I can already hear her in there, strumming on her guitar.

‘Finally!’ she says, looking up.

‘Sorry. I had to get lunch first. There was no way I could make sandwiches this morning because Becky was hovering around and she’d probably tell me not to eat so much butter!’

I put my cheese pie on the table and unfold my sheet of music. Normally I can remember the lyrics I’ve written pretty quickly. But these are the words and the music. This song is so new I can barely even remember how to play it.

‘Do you want me to strum along?’ asks Immy.

‘No thanks. I’d actually like to borrow your guitar, if that’s okay?’

Immy looks surprised. ‘I didn’t know you still played.’

‘I don’t really.’ I try a smile but it’s small and lacking in confidence. Immy’s the musician, not me. Suddenly I feel nervous. What was I thinking?

‘Okay. Here you go,’ Immy says, holding out her guitar.

I swallow as I take it. Then I sit down on one of the blue plastic chairs and try to get comfortable.

‘It’s called “Moving”,’ I say.

I start strumming, trying to pick the chords out. Immy looks confused, but there’s no backing out now.

I take a deep breath. And play.


You asked me to leave all this…

Behind…

I can’t, I won’t, I don’t know how…

But you’re moving.

Leaving me here…

You’re moving…

Without any fear…

I’ll go. I’ll stay.

I’m stuck in between.

Time is time today,

Let me on my way,

You and I will play with the sun.

I’m not letting go

Everybody knows

This is where

My heart can stay…



I know the music’s not perfect, but Immy can help with that. We can finish it together. I open my eyes as my voice trails off. I look at my best friend, who is regarding me oddly.

‘You wrote a new song?’ says Immy.

‘Yeah. Yesterday. Long story,’ I say.

Immy frowns. ‘I thought we agreed you’d use the one I wrote.’

‘I really tried,’ I tell her. ‘I used Toby’s dad’s guitar and this song just kind of poured out …’

‘Toby – your neighbour?’ Immy raises an eyebrow. ‘Is he the long story?’

‘Yeah.’

‘We talked last night … you didn’t say anything …’

She’s right. I didn’t tell her on the phone. I could have, but I chose not to. That’s because I knew there was a chance she’d react like this.

Immy nods, like she’s trying to understand. ‘Your song is pretty good.’

I jump at the words. ‘Really? You think so? I thought it was too, but I wasn’t sure you’d like it.’

Immy lifts the guitar from my hands so abruptly that my fingers snag on the tuning pegs.

‘It’s pretty good for a first attempt. But it’s not right for Battle of the Bands.’

There’s a yucky feeling in my throat. ‘Why?’

Immy lays her guitar down in its case. ‘The melody’s a bit basic. Why don’t you come over later and we’ll work on the lyrics for mine? Maybe you just need some help.’

She smiles like it’s all resolved, but for me it’s not. My song might not be perfect, but it’s got potential. I’m scared to push this with Immy, but I’m not ready to give up on it just yet. ‘Maybe we should let the band hear it?’ I find myself saying.

Immy clips her case up as she says off handedly, ‘Nah. Sorry to be blunt, Mack, but it’s just not up to our usual standard.’

I’m not sure what to think. This morning I thought I’d written the beginnings of a great song. Now my best friend is telling me I’m wrong.

‘Hey, don’t forget your lunch,’ Immy says, handing me the pie.

My stomach flips. ‘I’m not really hungry.’

She slides her arm around my shoulders. ‘Mack, don’t be upset. It takes me ages to write good songs. You said you just churned this out yesterday. You can’t expect it’ll be great straightaway.’

I don’t know what to say. Immy’s right. I did write the song quickly, but I wrote it from a real place. I wanted to write something emotional about how hard it was deciding to stay in the city instead of moving to the country. I thought I’d done that. I proved to myself I could still play guitar, and it felt good. Really good. All I’m asking for is the chance to play it to the band. If they don’t like it, that’s okay. At least I will have tried. But Immy’s not interested in letting them hear it and, generally, what she says goes. Torn, I let her guide me out of the rehearsal room. Do I stand up to her or not?
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I let Ella pull me into the room. A bunch of kids are sitting around a table, notepads and pens in front of them. Everyone stops talking as Ella sits down. Obviously she has a lot of power at this school.

‘Sass, move along,’ Ella tells Saskia.

Saskia glares at me but shuffles down a seat so that I can be manoeuvred into the chair next to Ella. I sit down, bumping the chair a little. Saskia sighs like I’m the clumsiest person around. I swallow hard and look up. Nine faces are staring back at me. Some are smiling. Some are not. What am I doing here?

‘This is Mackenzie,’ Ella says.

‘From the city,’ one non-smiling boy comments.

‘That’s Elliot,’ explains Ella, and then points out everyone else. By the time she’s got around to the end of the table, I’ve pretty much forgotten everybody’s names.

‘Um … hi …’ I give a small wave, and it falls flat. It doesn’t help that Saskia is still glaring at me. I’m beginning to wonder why Ella wants me here at all. Is it because I’m new and she’s laying a claim before anyone else can get to me? Like Laura? The thought makes me want to run.

‘Let’s get started, people,’ says Ella. She looks around the table. ‘School social. Ideas?’

She’s sitting at the head of the table; clearly she’s in charge. I’m to her left, like I’m important too. I clear my throat, deciding I really need to say something. ‘What’s the point of the social?’

Saskia drops her pen. ‘The point is fun. Maybe you don’t have much of that in the city.’

I wasn’t meaning to offend anyone. ‘Sorry … I just meant … what’s the reason for the social …’ I bumble through the sentence, feeling my face redden more and more. ‘Like – is it an end-of-term thing?’

‘The reason is to bring the community together,’ says Ella, sounding like she’s running for school president.

‘Oh,’ I say, trying to swallow and relax at the same time.

The door flings open and in dashes Lex. He plonks down in a chair and grins around the room.

‘Sorry, had to help dad with a broken fence.’ Lex pulls a slightly guilty funny face at me and I smile back, then realise Saskia and Ella are watching closely. Is Ella jealous of Lex smiling at me? I pretend to find the edge of the table fascinating. I concentrate so hard on it that the conversation swirls around me and I zone out a little.

‘Hello? Earth to Mackenzie!’ I look up to see everyone staring at me.

‘Um … sorry … what?’

‘Told you it was boring!’ Lex says. ‘You made Mack go to sleep,’ he says, laughing. Some of the others laugh too, but Saskia glares at me even harder.

‘If you aren’t committed, maybe you should leave,’ she says sharply.

I gulp and look at Ella but her face isn’t much friendlier. I wonder if Saskia is right. Maybe I should leave.

‘Mackenzie, you can take on finding a band,’ Ella says coldly.

‘Um … sure … what for?’

Ella sighs and presses her pencil down so hard into her notebook that the lead snaps. ‘For the social, Mackenzie. We need entertainment. I thought that would be right up your alley!’

‘Oh … um …’ I stall, desperate to get out of it. I hate organising things. Even my birthday parties had to be organised by Immy. ‘I don’t have any contacts around here.’

‘I’ll help,’ offers Lex. ‘Mack and I are on entertainment,’ he says to Ella. ‘Write it down.’

Ella looks from him to me. I’m trying to look anywhere but at her. This whole school council thing was a big mistake. I wish I’d gone with Laura to the music room instead.

‘No, Lex,’ says Ella. ‘I’ve already put you on venue detail. I’ll help Mackenzie find a band,’ she says, scribbling on her notepad.

Lex pulls a what a shame face at me but doesn’t argue. It’s pretty clear Ella doesn’t want Lex and me working together. Maybe she really is jealous.

‘So I’m thinking a barn dance. What do you think?’ Ella says.

‘Very funny,’ I chuckle, figuring she has to be kidding. Then I notice that no-one else is smiling.

‘What’s wrong with barn dances?’Saskia asks sharply.

‘Nothing, but what about something more contemporary?’ I suggest, carefully.

Ella shakes her head. ‘We aren’t like the sort of people you used to go to school with,’ she says in a clipped voice.

‘What does that mean?’ I ask. I’m kind of shocked that I haven’t just backed down.

‘We aren’t all into contemporary music,’ Ella says, making it sound like it’s a disease. I’m getting tired of being made to feel bad for coming from the city. It’s not like I’m ramming my taste down their throats or anything. In fact I’ve been super nice and really accommodating. They’re the ones being rude.

‘Well, I’m not into barn dances!’ I tell her. ‘In fact, I’m not into any of this. Sorry. You organise the barn dance. I’m out.’

And before I can be talked around or made to feel bad again, I scurry away to class. I know offending Ella is probably a big deal and that I’ve just ended my social life at this school, but right now I don’t care.
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There are worse things than eating lunch alone. Like not eating lunch at all. I don’t want to have to deal with seeing Ella and her friends at their table, so I avoid that whole area. The only problem is there really aren’t many other places to eat unless I want to hide out near the oval. I shove down a crumbling meringue and slink off to the library.

It’s quiet, but not empty. There are little groups of students sitting together at tables, and some lying on beanbags, possibly asleep. The librarian smiles as I walk up to the counter.

‘Have you got a local history section?’ I ask, thinking that I may as well get started on my humanities essay about local politics.

‘Mackenzie, isn’t it?’

I nod, amazed she remembered my name from the other day.

‘Over in the corner, behind the racks of magazines.’

I find an empty little nook; a suitable place to be alone. There are maps on the wall, and posters from old local shows and events. There’s a collection of newspapers dating back a while, and I pull one out. It’s the Argus; the paper Mum is now running. I sit down at a little table and start reading. The front page is full of stories about the local show. I wonder if Granny’s baking features anywhere.

‘Can I sit here?’

I look up and into the smiling black eyes of a boy I haven’t seen before. I nod. He pulls out the other chair and sits down. I try to go back to reading but I’m aware he’s watching me over the top of the page, and I read the same word over and over and over again.

‘You’re new,’ he says. It’s not a question. Of course everyone knows I’m new.

‘Um … yeah.’

‘Me too,’ he tells me and I lower the paper for a second. ‘Not as new as you. But apparently, until you’ve been living here for three generations, you’re new!’

I laugh loudly, then stifle it, remembering that I’m in a library. ‘How new are you?’ I whisper.

‘A month.’

‘Do you like it here?’

‘I haven’t exactly thrown myself into the local lifestyle,’ he admits. ‘I seem to spend most days talking to the librarian. Whose name is Jenny, by the way,’ he tells me. He’s smiling as he says it, so he doesn’t seem too bothered. It’s good to talk to him. It makes me feel less lonely.

I notice a band of woven strings around his wrist like the friendship bracelet Immy gave me. Then I realise he’s watching me, and my cheeks are probably about to erupt with red. Quickly, I ask a question. ‘Where did you used to live?’

He leans forward, elbows resting on the top of the paper. ‘In the city. Like you, I’m guessing.’

I nod. ‘Why have you moved here?’

‘Something to do with Dad’s work. You?’

‘Something to do with Mum’s work.’

He smiles at me. Flustered, I look back at the paper.

He leans over the top of the page. ‘Why are you reading about a cake show in a paper from last year?’

‘Um, I’m thinking of entering the show this year.’ I know that will make Granny happy.

He raises an eyebrow. ‘Seriously?’ His attention makes me nervous. He’s too cute to be this close.

‘Seriously! I love making cakes and icing them …’

‘That’s perfect!’ he declares loudly.

‘What’s perfect?’ I whisper. What am I missing?

He leans back in the chair. ‘Well, you love baking cakes and I love eating them. If you need someone to practise on, then I’m your guy!’

This time I can’t stifle the laughter and someone behind the magazine rack shushes me. ‘You’ll get me thrown out of the library,’ I whisper, still giggling.

‘All part of my cunning plan,’ he grins mischievously. ‘The library can only accommodate one newbie! You’re cramping my style.’

He starts fiddling with the bracelet on his wrist. ‘If you were back in your old school right now, would you be in the library?’ he asks suddenly.

‘No way! You?’

He shakes his head. ‘Nah. So where would you be?’

I swallow hard. I’ve been trying not to think about A Happy Accident rehearsing at lunchtimes, and how Gen sounds singing my words. ‘In the music room, with my band. I’m a singer.’

‘Do you sing while you bake?’

I smile. ‘I sing when I’m doing pretty much anything,’ I admit.

Around us people are packing up and I realise it’s almost the end of lunch. It wasn’t so bad hanging out in here.

‘I’ve got Humanities now. Joy! Same time tomorrow?’ he says, standing up.

‘Yeah, I guess. I’ve got nowhere else to be,’ I say, trying to be light.

As he walks away, I realise I have no idea what his name is.
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Mum’s home when I get in, which is pretty unusual. She’s sitting at the kitchen table with a pot of tea and Scout curled up at her feet.

‘Hey, Mack,’ Mum says. Straight away I know something’s up.

‘You okay?’

She nods and then shakes her head. ‘Frustrated. I need a good front-page story. Something juicy.’

‘What about the environmental spill you told me about – the one you were working on before I moved here?’

‘It wrapped today. Plus, what I really need is a human story. One that will appeal to the locals.’

‘What about the story of a girl who doesn’t have friends and hangs out in the library at lunch?’ I suggest, pouring myself a cup of tea.

Mum leans forward and takes my hand. ‘Really? Is it that bad?’

I shrug.

‘There must be some potential friends,’ says Mum.

I think about the boy in the library, and Laura, who I stupidly turned down for Ella. Perhaps I can run into Laura again, and hopefully not mess it up this time.

‘Yeah. There probably are.’ I sip my tea and pull a face. ‘It’s cold!’

‘I’ve been sitting here a while.’

Mum doesn’t mind drinking cold tea or coffee. She often has about four cups on the go at once, all left in various rooms that she returns to when she wanders past. I fill the kettle.

‘Are you regretting moving here?’ Mum fixes her gaze on me in that way she does when she’s trying to tell if everything is okay. It’s her journalist training, I suppose. She searches faces for stories.

‘No. Not yet, anyway,’ I say, although I wonder if this is true. I think about being back in the city with the band and Immy and Dad, where everything is easy and familiar. Then Becky’s face floats into my thoughts and I change my mind again.

‘But it’s different to what I thought it’d be,’ I admit. ‘I miss the band,’ I add, trying to be honest.

‘Mack, the band isn’t the only way to be involved in music. Find another way,’ she says. ‘And remember that plenty of musicians come from the country.’

I know she’s right, but sometimes when Mum’s super practical instead of sympathetic it drives me nuts.

She tilts her head and says, ‘How about I lend you some money to buy a guitar?’

My first instinct is to say ‘no’. But then I think about it. Playing guitar alone is better than having no music at all.

So I nod. ‘Thanks Mum. That would be great.’

We exchange smiles as the kettle screams.

‘I thought we could go for a horse ride this weekend. What do you think?’

‘Yeah. I’d love that. And I think Chokita would love it too!’

‘Who knows,’ chuckles Mum. ‘We might come across a horse-smuggling racket or something and I’ll have my much-needed news story!’

I laugh at Mum and how she’s always looking for the angle. ‘You could write about my first baking entry for the show,’ I tell her. ‘Granny and I could pose together. A sort of “cooking skips generation” story,’ I say, grinning.

‘I can cook!’ says Mum.

‘Mum, heating up baked beans does not count.’

‘Make your tea and leave me to my journalistic misery,’ Mum groans. Scout whimpers at her feet in sympathy.

‘Okay,’ I say, heading to my bedroom. I have an essay to write anyway. But it’s hard to concentrate on homework when my mind keeps drifting back to the boy in the library.
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I actually spent more than the usual five seconds on my hair this morning. Not that you can tell. It’s as wild as ever. I also made a carrot cake before school while Skyping Immy. She wanted all the Ella gossip, and when I mentioned the boy with the black eyes in the library she got all giggly. She’s much more comfortable flirting with boys than I am.

It was her idea to take two slices of cake for lunch – one for me and one for the boy whose name I do not know, just in case he meant what he said and turns up at the library again.

English class was fine because Marcus is nice and also because I found an empty chair well away from Ella and her posse. Lex said hello and looked like he was up for a chat, but Ella dragged him away with a lame excuse of needing a partner for her poetry assignment. None of the others spoke to me. I thought Lina might at least smile, but obviously Ella’s power is pretty big.

I’ve been hoping to run into Laura and explain that I’d love to hang out in the music room with her, but I haven’t seen her.

As the bell goes for lunch, I take out the carrot cake from my locker. It smells pretty delicious and I resist the urge to eat some on the way to the library. I really hope the boy’s there. Immy told me I have to be a bit bolder than usual unless I want to remain friendless. Bribing someone with cake seems like a pretty desperate way to make a friend, but it’s worth a shot.

The librarian nods at me as I walk past her, holding the cake out of view.

I head behind the magazine rack and see he’s already sitting at the little table, shuffling cards. My heart lurches and I stop for a second, trying to steady my breath so I can make it seem like I do this sort of thing all the time.

‘Hi,’ I say, sitting opposite him and making sure my knees don’t accidentally bump into his.

‘Hey,’ he says.

He looks pleased to see me – I think. I slide a paper-wrapped parcel across the table to him. ‘It’s carrot.’

His eyes find mine and he blinks in mock horror. ‘Have you smuggled food into the library?’

‘If you don’t want it …’ I reach to take it back, but he claps his hand on top of mine. Blushing, I slide my hand free as he pulls the parcel towards him.

Quickly checking to see if anyone’s watching, he unwraps the cake, breaks off a corner and shoves it in his mouth. ‘Yum!’

‘Really? I made it in a bit of a rush.’

‘It’s great. So, is this the beginning of a daily ritual?’ he asks, smiling at me. I look away and start fiddling with the cards. He’s much more confident than I am.

‘That depends on Harold.’

‘Harold?’

‘The rooster that lives over the fence. He woke me up so early this morning that I had plenty of time to bake. But his crowing is a bit random,’ I explain.

‘What time does Harold need to crow for you to bake? I’ll have a talk with him. Explain that this is a serious issue.’

I smile. This boy’s actually pretty easy to chat to. He holds up the cards.

‘Game of cheat?’

I don’t know how to play, so he runs through the rules while I nibble on my slice of cake. He’s right. It is yum. The carrots are from Granny’s garden and they’re super sweet.

‘By the way, I’m Josh,’ he says, dealing the cards.

‘Oh. Yeah, we forgot that bit yesterday. I’m Mack,’ I tell him. ‘Short for Mackenzie.’

‘I know,’ he says. ‘Even the new boy hears things!’

I roll my eyes. ‘Everyone knows everything around here.’

He shrugs. ‘They don’t really.’

‘I guess. But they know more about me than I know about them.’

I pick up my cards as he steals a bit of my cake.

‘Oi!’

‘Sorry, it’s just really good!’

I shake my head. ‘Flattery doesn’t work.’

‘Cruel!’ he says as he plays his first hand. ‘Now I’m going to have to beat you at cards!’

I start playing and even though I don’t really know all the rules yet, I bluff my way through. He beats me twice but then I come back strong and win the next three games. He’s about to deal again when I realise it’s time to go to class.

‘Obviously I underestimated your ability to cheat!’ he says lightly. ‘You are not to be trusted.’

I smile as he scoops up the cards. ‘Here. You can finish the crumbs,’ I say, handing him the cake wrapper as consolation.

He shakes the last of the cake into his mouth. ‘Thanks. Might have to lose more often.’

‘Don’t go pretending you lost on purpose!’ I tell him, earning a grin.

We stand up at the same time and almost collide. I take a quick step back, narrowly avoiding the stack of newspapers behind me. Josh wipes crumbs from the table into his hand.

‘Just getting rid of the evidence! Don’t want to get in trouble with Jenny.’

We walk out of the library together. I’m pretty sure Jenny smiles as we pass. I wonder if she knows we were snacking in the local history section.

Josh is much taller than me, and his legs are much longer, but he walks slowly, like he’s not in a rush. The corridor in the main building is almost empty, which means we are almost late.

‘Maths,’ I tell him. ‘Better go.’

‘Have fun.’

I roll my eyes. Maths and fun? Not likely. I’m heading down the corridor when I see Laura. I hurry to catch up to her.

‘Hey, Laura …’

‘Oh, hi, Mack,’ she says, not slowing down. ‘How’s school council?’

‘No idea,’ I say. ‘I bailed.’

‘Oh. Right,’ she says, indifferently.

‘Sorry about going off with Ella before,’ I blurt, swallowing hard.

She shrugs. ‘Whatever.’

‘Maybe I could come and … hang out … in the music room … one day,’ I say, sounding all nervous and shaky.

She shrugs again. ‘Maybe. Gotta go.’

I watch her skip off in the other direction. Clearly, it’s going to take a while for her to trust me again. If only I hadn’t chosen the school council meeting in the first place. But then maybe I wouldn’t have met Josh.

I decide that I’m going to keep working on Laura. If I turn up one morning with a guitar then hopefully she’ll see I’m serious. But for the moment, I’m friendless, except maybe for Josh. This morning Immy begged me to send her a photo of him but I brushed her off. Taking him cake when I’ve only just met him is weird enough. Taking his picture would be really pushing it!
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Last night I went to Granny’s on the way home from school to help her pick the last of the quinces. She gave me a Swiss roll recipe and I baked it this morning. It almost made me late, but this week I’ve already baked a chocolate cake and an apple cake and I wanted to try something harder. Josh and I have got into a bit of a habit. We meet up in the library, play cards, talk about our lives in the city, and eat. Swiss roll, with Granny’s raspberry jam through the middle, gets his vote for best cake so far.

I’m heading home from school when Josh catches up with me. It feels weird walking down the main street of town with a boy. Back in the city I hung out with the boys from the band, but this feels different.

‘You going home?’ he asks me.

‘Yeah,’ I say.

‘Any cake there?’

I stop outside the fish-and-chip shop and look at him. ‘Are you just hanging out with me because you want cake?’

‘Is that wrong?’

I pretend to glare at him and he pretends to be injured by it.

‘Providing Mum didn’t finish it off, which I can’t guarantee, there should be some Swiss roll,’ I say.

‘Let’s go!’

He takes off down the street, walking faster than usual. We’re almost at the newspaper office and I don’t really want Mum to see us. She’ll want introductions and then she’ll do her usual grilling and it might be an hour or two before we can leave. I head across the road and Josh follows me. As we walk, he tells me he plays piano and asks about my music. I explain what the band meant to me and how hard it is now that I’m away.

‘I know that feeling. I played basketball three times a week,’ he says, pretending to lob a ball into a net.

‘No basketball here?’

‘Football. That’s it,’ he says.

‘Do you want to go back to the city?’

He nods. ‘Yep. Almost every day.’

‘Almost every day?’

‘Well, the last few days have been good,’ he says, shooting me a sideways look. My cheeks immediately heat up and I stare at the ground, hoping that by the time he notices, my face isn’t red anymore.

I cross the road again.

‘Why are we crossing back?’

I shrug. ‘Just because.’

‘Are you trying to avoid walking past your mum’s work?’ he asks.

I can’t believe he’s guessed. ‘It’s just that she’ll ask you questions,’ I say. ‘Many questions.’

‘I could tell her I need cake and can’t chat?’ Josh suggests.

‘That won’t stop her. Nothing stops her. If she sniffs out a story you won’t see her until it’s done. It’s part of her workaholic personality.’

‘Sounds like my dad.’

‘Is he a journalist too?’

‘No. Corporate business, but he works a lot,’ he says. ‘Correction – worked a lot. Now he’s painting the house and writing a novel.’

‘I thought you came here because of his job.’

‘We did. Because he lost his job,’ Josh replies, and we fall into an awkward silence.

‘This is my place,’ I say finally, as we reach the gate. I thought having to open it every time would annoy me, but actually I sort of like it.

‘Climb on the gate for a sec,’ says Josh.

I step up onto the bottom rail and hold onto the top. He unclips the metal latch and the gate swings fast with me on it.

‘Can’t do that in the city!’ he says, clipping the gate back up.

‘True!’

Journo appears and weaves in between our legs. ‘Josh, meet Journo. Our other cat has taken off to live with my granny. We keep bringing him home and he keeps running away,’ I say.

Josh scoops Journo up, letting her nuzzle under his chin.

‘She likes you. Usually she scratches strangers!’

Josh and Journo follow me inside. As soon as I step into the lounge and feel how warm the house is, I realise that Mum is either home, or has just left. I really hope it’s the latter.

‘This way,’ I tell Josh, heading into the kitchen. I scan the room but there’s no Mum.

‘Cup of tea?’ I ask.

Josh is already sitting at the table with Journo on his lap. He nods. ‘With cake?’

‘It’s in the tin,’ I tell him, sliding one of Granny’s blue-and-white patterned cake tins towards him.

‘Mack!’ I hear the back door bang shut and the sound of gumboots being kicked off in the laundry. I look nervously at Josh, who smiles back reassuringly.

‘In here, Mum,’ I call back.

Mum whirls into the room, sees Josh and stops in her tracks. ‘Who are you?’

‘Josh Krunic,’ he says, holding out his hand to shake Mum’s. ‘I’d stand up but there’s a sleeping cat on my lap.’

Mum looks at her hand and wipes it on her dirty jeans, then shakes his. ‘Marion,’ says Mum. Then her forehead wrinkles. ‘Krunic … I know that name … you’re August Krunic’s son?’

A shadow passes over Josh’s face as he nods. ‘That’s right.’

‘Are you at school with Mack?’

‘Mum,’ I interrupt. ‘We’re about to have a cup of tea. Want some?’

Mum plonks down in the chair beside Josh. ‘Yes please!’

I take a long breath. I love Mum, but introducing her to new people can be exhausting. Even Josh seems slightly unnerved by how intensely Mum is looking at him.

‘You’ve just moved here too, haven’t you?’

Josh nods and cuts himself a large piece of cake.

‘What prompted it?’ Mum asks, still watching him.

I look at Mum, wondering what the questions are really about. I can tell from her tone of voice that she’s not just being friendly. There is definitely something else going on.

Josh shrugs and concentrates on eating.

‘Mum? Cake?’

Mum shakes her head. I’m starting to worry about where this is heading and whether I should try to save Josh before she digs in even more.

‘You should have some cake, um … Marion. It’s really good,’ says Josh as he shoves in the last of his piece and gently relocates Journo to another chair. ‘I’d better get going, Mack. I’ve got … an essay to write,’ he says, sounding like he’s inventing an excuse. He tells Mum it was nice to meet her, but I wonder if her questions were too much for him.

I follow him out to the hall. ‘Sorry about that,’ I say quietly. ‘Mum’s a bit full-on sometimes.’

‘It’s all good,’ Josh says. ‘Library tomorrow?’

‘Got nowhere else to be.’

He smiles as I open the door. ‘See you, Mack.’

I return to the kitchen. ‘Mum, why were you grilling Josh like that?’

She seems distracted, turning the teapot more times than necessary. ‘How well do you know him?’

‘We hang out at lunch. He’s nice.’

Mum nods. ‘There’s some sort of scandal to do with his dad,’ she says, and suddenly I understand. That’s why she started asking questions.

‘I haven’t met his dad.’

‘You could probably find stuff out though, couldn’t you?’

I look closely at her. ‘Why?’

‘It might make a great story, Mack.’

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. ‘You want me to spy on the only person at school who talks to me?’

‘Not spy. Just ask a few questions,’ says Mum innocently. ‘Just find out the real reason they moved here. That’s all,’ she says, playing it down.

I frown at her. Mum’s dedicated to her job but this seems like a stretch, even for her. I know she’s saying that it’s no big deal, but what if it is? What if I find out something that leads Mum to write a story about Josh and his dad?

I don’t want to let her down, but I also really like Josh. I don’t want to ruin that. What should I do?
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‘Sorry Ella, I’m not really the school council type,’ I say, pulling my arm free of her grasp.

‘But …’ she says, looking surprised.

‘I’m just not good at organising stuff,’ I explain, deciding against telling her the other reasons I don’t want to join. It’s not just because I want to hang out with Laura and play music. I’m also not sure Ella has the best motives for asking me to join the council.

The piano music abruptly changes to something dramatic and I wonder if Laura’s doing it on purpose, to annoy Ella.

If she is, it’s working. Ella glares at me. ‘Is this because of Laura?’

‘Um … no … I just …’

But Ella interrupts. ‘You’re making a big mistake. Big,’ she says, storming off into the council room.

‘Sorry,’ I call after her.

The door slams shut and I’m left alone, wondering if Ella’s right. She’s obviously extremely powerful around here and maybe getting her offside wasn’t my smartest move. I hear the piano music change again, this time to something jaunty and fun. Obviously Laura is enjoying herself by playing the soundtrack to my morning.

My phone beeps as I reach the music room. It’s Immy, texting her usual morning hello. I miss her, but thinking about my old city life makes me feel bad. The band doesn’t need me. Immy’s started hanging out with Ollie. I’m like Immy’s old Doc Martens that she never wears, but holds onto for memories.

‘Howdy,’ says Laura, playing a few bars of cheesy country music.‘Grab a guitar!’

‘Thanks,’ I say, looking around. There’s another piano in the corner and two drum kits. I can’t see a guitar, though.

‘Through that door,’ Laura says, with a grin.

I open it, revealing guitars, some electric, some acoustic, waiting on stands. I touch them all, my hand running along the cool wood. It’s been ages since I’ve played. Now that I’m away from Immy, if I want to make music, I’ll have to play it myself.

I lift up an acoustic and strum it. It sounds okay, but I’m struggling to remember chords. It’ll take a while before I’m playing anything resembling a song.

I head back out to the main room where Laura is now sitting on the edge of the piano stool, facing me. She doesn’t look much like Lex. Where he’s tall and fair with brown eyes, she’s small and wiry with dark hair and blue eyes. Nonetheless, there’s something about her expressions and her spirit that’s similar.

‘What sort of music are you into?’ she asks me.

‘I saw Missy Higgins play last year. She was amazing,’ I tell her. I went with Immy and it was our first grown-up live music event. We sang along with every lyric and screamed for ages for an encore.

‘Lucky you. That’s the worst thing about living here. No bands tour,’ sighs Laura. ‘We just have the sound of Harold and maybe the cows mooing in harmony if you’re lucky.’

I laugh at the face she’s pulling.

‘You wait. You’ll miss it,’ she says.

‘My dad’s still in the city,’ I tell her,‘so I can go back at weekends.’

She groans. ‘Unfair! I’m stuck here. The only fun thing I get to do on the weekend is show jumping competitions,’ she tells me. Then she drags her hands along the piano keys. ‘Wanna play?’

‘Yeah, what song?’

‘“Futon Couch”?’ she suggests, and I realise she must be a Missy Higgins fan too. I like that she didn’t just straight out tell me.

‘Sure,’ I say. Then I remember I have no idea how to play it. Embarrassed, I put the guitar down. ‘Sorry, I haven’t played in ages. I don’t think I can pick up a song that easily anymore.’

‘Do you know the lyrics?’

‘Yeah.’ I’m not about to confess I know every Missy Higgins lyric.

‘Then sing it,’ she tells me.

I hesitate, nervous about singing with someone I’ve only just met.

Laura spins around, her expression serious. ‘This is my music time, Mack. If you’re not up for it, then just go.’ Her tone is a bit hard but I understand the sentiment. Immy would be the same.

I nod. ‘Okay. I’ll try.’

Laura starts the opening bars of ‘Futon Couch’.

I love this song. Immy and I both do. We even tried to get the band to play it once. Laura gives me a look and I know I have to sing. I loosen my shoulders, trying to relax, and start.

It’s not perfect. I’m not loud enough and I come in too late, but at least I’m in tune. The song takes me away for a second, out of this room, away from the country, and back to my old school and my old friends. It makes me wonder about them.

‘Your voice is good. Better than good,’ comments Laura as she plays the final notes. ‘You’re a lead singer, not a backup.’

‘Really?’ I’m surprised. I know I have a good solid voice, but I’ve always thought it wasn’t strong enough to lead. Although, if I’m honest, I never really got the chance to try. Immy claimed the space as the lead singer and I never challenged it. It’s strange thinking about all of that now. Having some distance makes me see things differently.

‘Maybe we could muck around like this again?’ Laura suggests, and I realise from her voice that she’s nervous I’ll say no. As if!

‘Sounds great,’ I say. Then she tells me how much she hates the sort of music that is usually played live in town. It’s all hard rock and commercial radio.

We agree to meet up again this week before school and just see how it goes. She also tells me that I can probably speak to the music teacher (who is also the drama teacher and sometimes the PE teacher) and borrow a guitar for a few days if I want.

As we head out of the music room, I notice Ella and Saskia walking down the corridor, their backs to us.

‘What’s the story with you and Ella?’ I ask Laura quietly, feeling bolder than I have in a while.

Laura sighs. ‘We used to ride together. I only rode for fun but Ella liked competing in horse events. She used to win everything. Then last month I decided to compete too.’

‘And you won?’ I guess.

Laura smiles sheepishly and shrugs. ‘She’s mad because now I’m the first rider and she’s the second. I guess she liked it better when it was the other way around.’

It makes me think of Immy and me. What would’ve happened to our friendship if I’d pushed harder to sing the songs I wrote and not just perform backup? ‘Do you think you’ll work it out?’

Laura shakes her head. ‘Not really. Lex thinks it will be okay, but he’s another part of the problem.’

‘What do you mean?’ My heartbeat has suddenly sped up.

‘I’d better get to class,’ Laura says, avoiding the question. ‘See you later, Mack,’ she calls as she heads off.
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The rest of my day is a bit lonely. I’d hoped to hang out with Laura at lunch but I couldn’t find her, so I sat on my own with a bucket of sauceless chips and a brownie. At one point I imagined telling Becky my food choices just to gauge her reaction. Thinking of the horror she’d express made me smile.

Ella and Saskia looked over a few times and it was obvious they were talking about me, but at least they left me alone. During PE, Lex tried to have a chat but Ella quickly stopped that. Looks like I didn’t just put Ella offside this morning – I lost any access to her entire group of friends, including Lex.

After school I decide to drop by Mum’s office and surprise her. As I head out of the school gates, I send Immy a message.

Immy keeps her phone close by, unless she’s rehearsing, so it usually only takes about a heartbeat before she texts back. But this time minutes pass with no response. I check the screen in case I missed the incoming message beep, but there’s nothing. Weird.

At the corner, I hear my name being called and turn around. Laura’s jogging towards me, her hair flopping crazily.

‘Want to walk home together?’ she asks.

‘I’m dropping in on my mum,’ I explain.

‘I’ll walk with you,’ says Laura. ‘I’m trying to avoid my after-school jobs! Hey, do you ride? Because I was thinking you could come to the farm one day for a ride. You can take your pick of the horses.’

‘I’d love that!’ I wonder about taking Chokita, but decide I should just let Laura lend me one of her horses. I don’t want to seem ungrateful.

‘Cool! What about Saturday?’

I’d been planning to head back to the city this weekend, but then Dad told me he has a dinner party to go to and Immy’s been super preoccupied with Battle of the Bands. She still hasn’t returned my text. It’s starting to feel like I miss her more than she misses me.

‘Sounds great,’ I tell Laura as we reach the supermarket on the corner.

She looks pleased. Then, as she’s heading off, she turns and adds, ‘Lex will probably want to come too, by the way.’

She grins at me strangely then and I wonder if I’m missing something. Lex is Ella’s boyfriend. So why do I feel a bit giggly when I think of him coming along on Saturday?
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I force myself to stop thinking about Lex as I walk down the main street. I pass a butcher, a bakery and a cafe and then I’m at the newspaper office.

‘Hey, Mum!’ I say, bursting in through the door and making a bell ring wildly.

Mum is sitting behind a giant computer screen. She tilts her head to one side, and I notice the pencil wedged in to keep her hair from her face. The pencil is never a good sign. It usually means something has gone drastically wrong and she’s too distracted to tie her hair back properly.

‘Everything okay?’ I say, walking closer.

The office is very Mum. There are piles of papers everywhere, filing cabinets bursting open and a couple of very messy desks. I spot at least five half-full teacups.

‘Patricia had to go early and Bill’s out taking some last-minute photos, but I’m coping,’ Mum says. ‘How was school?’

I contemplate running the whole Ella thing past her but decide against it. The last thing Mum needs right now is a teen drama. I really want to tell Immy about it but since she still hasn’t replied to my text, I guess that will have to wait.

‘School was schoolish. I’m going to grab some stuff for dinner and drop in on Granny,’ I tell Mum.

She gives me a distracted thumbs-up from behind the computer. The bell jangles as I let myself out.

As I head to the independent supermarket, it strikes me that this place is already starting to feel like home. Maybe it’s because I know it so well from visiting Granny, or maybe it’s because she’s doing her best to help me be more ‘country’. For instance, she told me the other supermarket is new, part of a big chain, and the locals are all trying to avoid shopping there. I am too.

I find the things I’ll need to make spinach and cheese pie for dinner. I’m tempted to take a shortcut and buy pastry but I know what Granny would say. I’m sure she’ll have what I need to make pastry from scratch at her place. Even though there’s just one of her, she keeps her pantry and fridge stocked like she’s feeding a small army.

I amble past a chemist with a window display of antique medicine bottles, a hardware store and a couple of takeaway places. Immy would be horrified by the selection of shops here.

Heading to Granny’s, I check my phone again. Still nothing from Immy. I know I should just call her, but for some reason I keep putting it off.

Granny’s place has a gate leading to a neat garden and a path to the door. In the front yard is an old plough; one she couldn’t bear to sell because it reminded her of Grandpa. The metal is rusted and the wooden handles are splintered and rough, but it belongs here. The front door is unlocked, of course.

‘Mack, wasn’t expecting you!’ Granny says as I walk into the kitchen. She wipes her floury hands on her apron and gives me a hug.‘Planning on taking over my kitchen, I presume?’

I grin and hold up the shopping bag.

‘Yep!’

Her limp has gone and she’s almost back to normal. Mum’s cat Font scoots past me, not even bothering to meow hello.

‘Nice to see you too, Font,’ I say, amused that he’s fled Mum’s to live here.

Granny laughs. ‘Your mother doesn’t feed him the good stuff.’

Granny’s kitchen smells amazing. There are three racks of shortbread cooling on the bench.

‘Yum!’ I say.

‘I’m determined to win the gold medal this year,’ says Granny, handing me a biscuit.

I smile. ‘And beat Phyllis?’

‘She only won because her husband was one of the judges!’

I love that Granny is still outraged nearly ten months later. ‘Is he judging again this year?’

‘No. I complained. We all did.’

I raise my eyebrow at her, and she smiles sheepishly, acknowledging how competitive she can be when it comes to baking. She regularly enters about twenty categories in the local show and usually wins half. There’s a stash of blue ribbons in the attic that she refuses to display but won’t throw out either.

‘Right, I’ll put the kettle on and you can tell me all about school,’ says Granny.

I pull out one of the old wooden chairs and sit at the table, the shortbread dangerously close. ‘There’s not much to tell,’ I say.

‘Made any friends?’

I watch as she piles tea leaves into the enamel teapot she’s had forever. ‘Maybe,’ I say, hoping it’s true.

‘Who?’ says Granny, filling the milk jug.

Of course it’s not only the kids at high school who know everyone. Granny does too.

‘Laura … don’t know her last name,’ I say.

‘Johns,’ Granny says quickly, nodding her approval. ‘Good family.’

I laugh, amused at the quick judgment.

‘She has a twin brother,’ says Granny.

I shrug, pretending not to know, and then grab another shortbread. If Granny senses that I think Lex is cute, she’ll start grilling me about it. It’s where Mum gets it from. My bluff must work because finally Granny says,‘Well, what’s for dinner?’
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I’m snuggling down in bed with a hot water bottle and Journo on my feet when Immy finally texts me back. It’s only taken about five hours. I snatch up my phone and call her.

She blurts out a whole bunch of stuff about the band and the new song and the new sound and how amazing it all is while I listen in complete silence. Finally she stops, mid-sentence.

‘Sorry, Mack … thoughtless, much?’

‘Yeah … you really are,’ I tell her, not bothering to hide it.

‘Obviously you’re missed!’

‘Doesn’t sound like it.’

Immy sighs like I’m being difficult while Journo manoeuvres around in a circle until she finds the perfect spot to lie. Cats have it so easy.

‘You know I wish you were here!’

I stay silent, so she tells me another ten times how much she misses me and asks me how things are going. I tell her about Laura and Ella and other stuff that’s happened. She agrees it’s unfair that Lex is taken because he sounds super cute.

‘I’ll come visit this weekend!’ Immy announces. ‘I’ll get the train and we can hang out. I’ll bring my guitar!’

‘Great idea!’ I say, thrilled. I thought I’d be the one on the train, not the other way round.

Then I remember I told Laura I’d go horse riding with her on Saturday.

‘Can you come Sunday?’

‘Can’t. Band practice. But Saturday’s free,’ she says.

‘It’s just that I already said I’d ride with Laura on Saturday,’ I explain.

‘Just tell her you’ll go another time,’ says Immy. ‘She’ll understand. It’ll be so much fun, Mack.’

I go quiet. And as if Journo is picking up on my discomfort, she scratches at the doona, reminding me to stay still. I swallow hard, not knowing what to say. Part of me really wants Immy to come. But the other part wants her to understand that it’s important I try to make a real friend here, and that she shouldn’t expect me to drop everything for her. I don’t know what to do. Do I agree to let Immy come and explain to Laura? Or do I tell Immy no and go riding?
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Sucking down how much I love the song that I’ve written, I slip my arm through Immy’s. Things at home with Becky and Dad are hard enough – I don’t want to fight with Immy too. She’s my best friend and I really need her in my life right now, especially with Battle of the Bands coming up.

‘You’re right. Let’s concentrate on your song,’ I tell her.

She beams. ‘Great. Let’s get started – now!’

But I’m not sure I can do that. Ten minutes ago I was playing my song to Immy. Now she wants me to bang out a new one, as if I have hundreds in my head.

I frown, trying to come up with an excuse. Of course, she sees right through me.

‘Mack, I’m really sorry about your song,’ she says. ‘It’s just that it’s not quite right for this competition. You’ll find another opportunity to sing it. I promise.’

I really hope she’s right. But what if she’s not? What if songs have their moment, and if you don’t seize it then it’s gone? I wrote ‘Moving’ in response to my parents living in different places, and that might not mean as much in a few months. And it hurts that Immy brushed over it so quickly. I thought she’d understand how excited I was. Maybe Mum’s right. Maybe there isn’t room for two singer-songwriters in this band. Maybe my job is just to make Immy look good.

I force down a bite of my pie and then toss the rest into the bin as we go back to the music room.

Immy tunes her guitar to a different key for her song. ‘What about if I play the song and you try to think of a theme?’ she suggests. ‘Maybe it could be something about friendship.’

She plays the song a few times over. It’s haunting and slow. I close my eyes and try to concentrate on the sound. All I can think of are the lyrics to the song I’ve already written. My song.

‘Anything?’ she says as she strums the final bar.

I shake my head. ‘No. Sorry.’

‘Maybe you just need to try harder,’ Immy says, rolling her shoulders and adjusting her guitar strap. She sounds a little impatient.

I’m used to Immy being tricky when it comes to music. I’m used to her being pushy too, but right now I’ve reached my limit. I get up and grab my stuff.

‘Sorry, I just can’t right now. I’ll try later.’ I need to be alone for a bit, to pull myself together.

‘Mack, are we okay?’ Immy says, sounding sort of off hand.

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

It’s like the feeling I had when Mum told me she was leaving – the one just before the flood of tears started. But I don’t want to cry at school, and I really don’t want to cry because of Immy.

I go outside and sit under a tree, away from the rehearsal room and Immy and her stupid song.
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Becky is sitting at the kitchen table, working on her laptop, when I arrive home that afternoon. Her cat is curled up on the couch, owning the furniture. I toss my bag down loudly and Ginger leaps up and glares at me. I glare back. Dad has been red-eyed and sneezing since this animal moved in, and I hope he tells Becky it has to go.

Ginger is just another of Becky’s things that is taking over our space – along with her ridiculous scratching post and the sheepskin sleeping pod she never sleeps in. There’s barely room for me here now. I feel like I’ve been swept into the corner along with Dad’s favourite industrial vintage lamp. Feeling grumpy, I stomp into the kitchen in search of snacks.

‘Good day, Mackenzie?’ Becky has followed me in.

‘Average,’ I say, opening the pantry. There’s no junk food, of course. It’s all just brown bread with grainy bits, and homemade hummus. I’d give anything for some of Toby’s Cheezels right now. Finally I spy a packet of barbecue rice crackers, shoved right at the back. They must be from BB – Before Becky – because there is no way she’d buy something so artificially flavoured.

But before I can get stuck into them, Becky reaches over my shoulder and whisks the crackers from my hand. ‘These have no nutritional value,’ she says. ‘Why don’t you make a smoothie instead?’

Getting between me and food is not a good idea, particularly after the day I’ve had. I snatch the crackers back. ‘Because I don’t want a smoothie.’

Ignoring her surprised reaction, I rip open the packet and start shoving handfuls of crackers into my mouth, crunching them much more loudly than I need to. I wait for Becky to make some snide remark about my manners, but luckily for her she says nothing. I guess it’s a victory of sorts.

‘Got homework,’ I say, taking the crackers and heading to my room.

I’m in desperate need of comfort clothes so I change out of my school stuff and grab my old jeans and Mum’s favourite T-shirt. It smells like the rose perfume she wears, and I hold it to my face before slipping it on.

Munching crackers, I call Mum on Skype. She answers straight away. Her hair is up and wild, like it often is when she’s working. She has one pair of glasses on her face and another on her head.

‘Hi Mum.’ My chest hurts, seeing her there. She feels so close, even though I know she’s far away. I really want to spill everything that’s been going on.

‘Mack, honey, it’s so nice to hear your voice! But I can’t talk for long. I’m on a deadline.’

‘Oh,’ I say, sinking back into my bed.

‘Let’s chat for a minute or two then I’ll call you after we’ve gone to print. How’s city life going?’

‘Okay.’

Mum turns her full attention on me then. This is what I miss. Dad’s been too preoccupied with Becky moving in to have any idea how I feel about things.

‘You sound unsure. Something up?’

There’s nothing I want more than to tell her everything, but I know better than to talk to her when she’s on deadline. ‘It’s complicated, I’ll talk to you about it later.’

‘Okay, honey. Better go. Have to crank up the ancient printing press!’

I laugh and she smiles and then she’s gone. The screen’s black and the icon’s blinking like it’s mocking me. Talking to Mum has made me wonder all over again if I made the right decision to stay in the city. If I were in the country I could have gone for a horse ride to make myself feel better, or baked with Granny.

Instead, I’m stuck here feeling sorry for myself in a room that is so full of stuff I can barely see the floor.

I open a box and take out the brown bear on the top. It was Immy’s but she gave it to me when I had my appendix out in Grade One. Squeezing it to my chest makes me think of Immy and how she’s always been there for me. Despite the things that annoy me about her, she’s still my best friend.

On the spot I vow to come up with some great lyrics for her song – something that will show how much I care about our friendship.

Quickly, I grab my favourite pen and a notebook. I’m still not sure what I’m going to write, but something has to come. Surely.
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It’s been a few days and I’ve had to stall Immy. When I bumped into her this morning, I told her I’d been working on her song, although I didn’t admit that I haven’t gotten very far. It’s one thing to decide you’re going to create something great, it’s quite another to actually do it. She acted really oddly and said she was meeting up with Gen after school to do some music stuff, without inviting me to join them. She’s never left me out before and it felt strange. Like I was being replaced.

Tonight I have to finish her song, even if it means getting no sleep.

When I get home, there’s a pot of something on the stovetop. It’s turned off, though, and there’s no sign of Becky. I lift the lid on the saucepan and there’s a waft of spices. I have to admit it smells delicious, especially as it’s not the sort of thing I get to eat very often. Dad’s not into spicy food at all.

There’s a note taped to my bedroom door from Becky: Gone to the shop. Don’t fill up on snacks as I’m making dinner. ‘It’s pretty hard to fill up on snacks when there aren’t any,’ I grumble to myself.

I dump my bag in my bedroom, which is starting to look more like me now that I’ve begun unpacking – unlike the rest of the apartment, which is becoming more Becky’s place every day.

There’s a clink of keys in the front door and I hear Dad whistling.

‘You’re home early,’ I say when he pops his head around my door.

‘I forgot I have a Board dinner tonight,’ he sighs. ‘Or should I say an “I’ll be bored dinner”! I’ve just dropped home to change. Is Becky here?’

‘No, she’s at the shops,’ I say, showing him the note as Dad puts down his work stuff.

‘Oh, right,’ he nods. ‘Listen, my phone is dead. Can you let her know I won’t be home for dinner?’

I look at him in horror.‘But that means Becky and I will have to eat dinner alone together!’ This has never happened before. Dad has always been around.

‘It won’t be so bad, will it?’ Dad says, laughing. ‘It’ll be a chance to get to know each other better.’

I manage not to say anything, but my dismay must be pretty obvious because Dad comes into my room and sits on the edge of the bed.

‘I know it’s tricky adjusting,’ he says,‘but you need to give Becky a chance. She’s very thoughtful. She has a surprise for you, actually. She’ll play it down but she had to pull strings at work to make it happen.’

‘She’s moving out?’ I mutter, unthinkingly.

‘Mack!’ Dad growls, unimpressed by my humour.

‘Okay … noted. I’ll act … surprised,’ I sigh. Becky works in accounts for a chain of health-food restaurants. Knowing her, the ‘surprise’ is probably an afternoon helping her add up a whole bunch of figures while nibbling kale chips.

Dad rubs his hand across his face. ‘With your mum in the country I thought Becky could be a sort of mother figure …’

Now it’s my turn to growl.

‘I don’t want a step-mum, Dad! Look – I’m fine with you and Becky being together, but it doesn’t mean that I’m going to suddenly act like I’m her daughter. Okay?’

Dad nods super fast, obviously regretting saying anything.

‘You’d better get going,’ I say, trying to calm down. I don’t want to fight with my dad. ‘To your dinner, I mean.’

He nods, but pauses at the door, tugging on his tie nervously. ‘Can you just promise me you’ll say yes to Becky’s surprise?’

I roll my eyes. ‘Yep. Promise!’

Dad and I have always gotten along so well that I’m not sure how to navigate this sort of stuff. It feels like overnight everything has become hard. First Immy. Now Dad.

Once Dad leaves, I escape to the rooftop with my pen and notepad. I don’t want to be here when Becky gets back.
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The city is flooded in a dusky sunset. I put my feet up on the chair opposite mine and look into the sky. Usually at this time of night a bunch of bats fly overhead and as I wait for them to arrive, I return to the lyrics I’ve been working on for Immy’s song. Something’s forming. It’s not perfect but it’s getting somewhere – at least, I hope it is. I’m not sure how much longer I can stall Immy.

I write ‘Dreams’ across the top, deciding that’s the name of the song. It’s not explicitly about Immy and me, but it’s certainly drawing on whatever’s going on between us.


I don’t want to talk about

What I want

I just need to fly

Sometimes everything sits heavy

On my wings and I’m aware

That you won’t see my dreams



I like the idea of the song more than the actual lyrics, but I keep going; headphones on, volume up, determined to finish. There’s nobody around so I sing as I work.


You never notice me

Why don’t you notice me?

I’m sitting on the side

With my dreams

I’m waiting for you now

But you don’t know how



Then someone leans over from behind and plucks the headphones from my ears, and I scream.

‘Mack! It’s just me … sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you!’

I look into Toby’s concerned green eyes and sit up, horribly aware of my dirty T-shirt and the wildness of my hair. And that’s not even the most embarrassing bit.

‘I was singing …’

Toby smiles. ‘Yep.’

He’s in running shorts and a T-shirt. ‘I played basketball tonight. We got thrashed!’ he says, seeing me clock his clothes. Then he laughs. ‘To be honest, we’re pretty used to that now.’ He holds up a box of Cheezels. ‘Hungry?’

‘You have no idea how hungry!’

Toby grins and drags a chair over. ‘You can do the honours,’ he says as he sits down, holding out the box so I can open the top.

‘Did the band like the song?’

‘Well …’

‘They didn’t like it?’ His astonishment makes me feel better somehow.

‘They never heard it. I played it to my friend, Immy, and she didn’t think it worked, so that’s the end of that,’ I say, realising how sad this makes me.

Toby frowns. ‘Okay, you’ve lost me.’

I bring him up to speed as quickly as I can, but when I reach the part about Immy telling me not to play the song to the band, I stop.

‘Mack?’ Toby looks concerned.

I swallow hard, trying to shake the feeling of guilt. ‘Immy and I … actually, I can’t really talk about it.’

It just isn’t right to discuss Immy with Toby. It’d feel disloyal. I hardly know him, after all.

‘Okay, I won’t push it,’ says Toby, but for a second I wish he would.

He looks out across the rooftops.‘I can tell music is pretty important to you,’ Toby says quietly.

I nod.

‘What sort of music do you like, exactly?’

Just at that moment the bats decide to make their nightly voyage. They flap right over our heads and the air fills with the sound of their fluttering wings and high-pitched calls. Toby and I stare up into the sky. As they take off towards the gardens in town, I turn back to Toby.

‘I like that kind of music!’ I say, pointing towards the bats.

‘Bat music?’ He looks at me, one eyebrow raised.

I laugh, trying to find the right words. ‘Music that moves you, I guess. Calms you. Music that drags you away from the moment you’re in and transports you somewhere else entirely …’ I look away, embarrassed, but also pleased that I managed to explain it.

Toby nods. ‘I get it. There’s this singer I think you’d like. She’s South American and Dad loved her …’ he lowers his head then, and I think maybe talking about this is making him sad. But then he looks at me with a big grin. ‘It’s sort of old people’s music!’

‘I love old people’s music!’ I quickly assure him. ‘I love most music – except country. That’s definitely not my thing.’

Toby tells me that the singer is touring and his mum bought tickets for them to go and see her perform.

‘Lucky you,’ I say, wistfully. ‘I wish I got to see live stuff more often.’

‘Actually, Mack –’ Toby stops abruptly.

‘What is it?’ I ask, puzzled by how uncomfortable he suddenly looks.

‘Well … I thought I’d check here first … and here you are…’

I still don’t understand. Toby shoves a Cheezel in his mouth and fidgets with his hands.

‘So, here I am,’ I prompt him. He now seems to be struggling to swallow the Cheezel.

‘So Mum’s on call now on Friday night,’ he eventually manages to say, not looking me in the eye, ‘so she can’t go to the gig. So I have a spare ticket.’

I think he’s asking me to a gig.

Toby takes a gulp of air. ‘I guess … what I mean is … do you want to come?’

He is asking me to a gig! He’s so flustered and I feel my heart racing like it does when I’m about to go on stage.

My head swarms with thoughts. I like this boy. He’s cute. He’s into music. And he loves Cheezels more than I do. But I’ve never been out with a boy before and the thought makes me super nervous.

‘Um,’ I blurt.

Toby looks worried.‘Is that a yes um?’

I nod slightly, trying to contain myself. ‘Yep.’

Toby’s face lights up. ‘Great! That’s … great …’ he says, almost shouting.

‘Great,’ I repeat, laughing nervously but then quickly stopping because I don’t want him to think I’m laughing at him. Finally I shove my hand into the Cheezel box because I don’t know what else to do.

We sit there in silence for what seems like forever as the last of the bats fly above us, filling the air with a welcome distraction.

‘I should go,’ says Toby eventually.

‘Yeah, me too,’ I realise. It must be getting late. The last thing I want is for Becky to come looking for me.

We stand up at the same time, nearly bumping heads, then both jump back simultaneously. It’s all super embarrassing. Eventually we walk in single file to the door and then have another awkward moment as we both bumble through. I’m dying to ring Immy and tell her what’s just happened, but I’m not sure I can. It doesn’t feel like we’re in a very good space right now.

In the lift, I press the button for our floor.

‘So … Friday…’ says Toby as the lift dings. He smiles at me and we manage to hold each other’s gaze for more than a millisecond. Then I back away before my cheeks explode with colour.
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Inside the flat the smell of spices is stronger than ever and I can hear jazz music playing. Becky pops her head around the kitchen door. She’s wearing Dad’s old apron, which would normally drive me crazy but right now I’m too busy grinning to myself about Friday to care. Even eating alone with Becky suddenly doesn’t seem so bad. I’ll just scoff it down and then disappear to my room. I might even be able to Skype Immy and sing her the song so that we can sort things out. Then maybe I’ll tell her about Toby.

‘Can you set the table, Mackenzie? I’m not sure where your dad is but hopefully he’ll be home soon, since the curry’s ready.’

‘Oh, I forgot!’ I say. ‘Dad’s not going to be home for dinner. He’s got a work thing on. His phone’s flat so he couldn’t call.’ Becky’s face falls for a moment, then she looks annoyed.

‘Well, it would’ve been nice if someone had told me sooner,’ she says. Someone meaning me, of course. My good mood dissolves.

‘Well, it’s probably just as well. Dad hates curry. It makes him sweat,’ I inform her.

‘But he told me he loves spicy food!’ Becky protests.

I shrug. ‘He was probably just being polite.’

Silently, Becky goes back into the kitchen and I feel a bit bad. That was kind of harsh of me. I quickly set the table.

‘I hope at least you like curry,’ Becky comments, bringing out two loaded plates.

‘I do, actually,’ I admit.

The sight of the bright, creamy food makes me very happy. It’s definitely a step up from Mum’s baked beans on toast or Dad’s spaghetti, even though I can see Becky’s added eggplant, which is my least favourite vegetable.

‘Grab the rice please, Mackenzie.’

The kitchen is way neater than I was expecting. When I cook, every surface ends up splattered and dirty dishes are stacked everywhere. Becky might have a lot of stuff but she’s also surprisingly neat.

I place the (brown) rice down between us, wishing Dad were here too.

‘There’s yoghurt here, if it’s too hot,’ Becky says, nearly knocking over the water jug as she hands me a bowl.

It dawns on me that she’s nervous about us eating alone too.

I try a mouthful of curry, carefully avoiding the eggplant. ‘Yum.’ The word pops out without me even thinking.

‘Really?’ Becky’s watching me like she’s not sure if I’m being serious or not.

‘It’s delicious,’ I assure her.

Becky pours us both water while I get to work on my dinner. We keep eating, concentrating on the food so a conversation doesn’t have to happen. Then Becky puts down her fork with a clatter. ‘Look, I know this situation isn’t easy for you, Mackenzie …’

‘Can you please call me Mack?’ I interrupt. ‘I feel like I’m a hundred years old when someone calls me Mackenzie!’

Becky glares at me for a moment, then completely surprises me by laughing. I’ve never thought of her as having a sense of humour. When she laughs, her whole face lights up.

‘I’ll try.’

‘Thanks.’

I scrape up the last few pieces of meat, wondering how Becky would react if I licked the plate.

‘So I managed to get two tickets to this food expo,’ says Becky suddenly. ‘There are heaps of samples and showbags and you come home with ingredients you’ve never heard of before. Your dad said it was something you might be into.’

This must be the surprise Dad was talking about.

‘So, do you want to come?’ she says.

I nod. ‘Sure.’

I’ve already promised Dad I’d say yes, but it actually does sound like fun.

Becky looks happy. ‘Great. You’ll love it. I used some of the spices I got at last year’s expo in tonight’s curry, actually.’

‘The curry is great,’ I say, standing up and grabbing my plate. ‘So good that I’m getting seconds.’ Becky frowns at me in that irritating way of hers.

‘Um, haven’t you had enough?’ she says. ‘Maybe wait and see if you’re still hungry in half an hour or so.’

The last time my parents told me that I’d had enough I was four, and gorging on chocolate crackles at a birthday party. Why does Becky think she has the right to tell me how much to eat?

I feel my jaw clench. ‘I’m really hungry. I’m going to grab some more,’ I say, sounding more confident than I feel. I’m frozen, not sure this is the right thing to do. But if Becky and I are going to live together then she has to stop trying to control me. Dad might be happy to be controlled, but I am not.

Marching into the kitchen, I scoop two large spoonfuls of curry onto my plate. As I walk back to the table, I notice Becky’s watching me.

‘I’m fourteen, Becky. I know when I’m hungry,’ I say, sitting back down and forcing the crazy butterflies in my stomach to settle. ‘I’m not trying to be rude, but I had sport at school today and I didn’t eat much lunch.’

Becky nods. ‘Okay,’ she says quietly.

I’ve probably offended her and she’ll probably complain to Dad, but actually it feels good just calling it. I have to make my life in the city work. Especially now that I have a sort-of date with Toby.

‘Take it as a compliment! This curry is delicious,’ I tell her, feeling brave.

Becky smiles. ‘Thanks, Macken … I mean Mack. I will.’

I smile back and shovel in the rest of my dinner. Maybe Dad’s right. Maybe everything will be okay.

‘So when’s the expo?’

‘Friday night.’

I gape at her. ‘This Friday night?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘Um … it’s just that I already have plans,’ I say, not wanting to tell her about the date with Toby, because I’m not actually sure it is a date, and if it is, then Becky’s definitely not the first person I want to tell.

Becky sighs – one of those tight, frustrated ones. ‘The expo only happens once a year and it always sells out. It was actually pretty hard to get us tickets.’

My stomach suddenly feels uncomfortably full and my mouth is burning. I don’t know what to do. Do I ditch Toby for Becky and make Dad happy? Or do I follow my heart and go out with Toby?
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I follow Immy down the hall to the courtyard. We usually eat lunch outside if we aren’t rehearsing.

‘Maybe tonight we could work on the lyrics for my song,’ suggests Immy.

I think back to writing the song in Toby’s flat and how great I felt when I’d finished, and how I want that feeling again. It was like something changed for me then. I love writing lyrics and I’ve written fragments of music before, but I never dreamed I could write an entire song. Now I know I can. Even if it isn’t perfect and even if the band doesn’t like it, I have to play it for them. Otherwise I’ll feel like I’m letting myself down, and allowing Immy to railroad me.

I take a big breath. ‘Sorry, Immy, but I’m going to play the song to the band and let them decide.’

Immy wheels around, her guitar case banging into my legs. ‘What?’

I shrug, trying to downplay it, but I can feel my palms starting to itch like they do sometimes when I’m nervous. ‘I want them to at least hear it,’ I say, hoping she’ll understand. ‘If they don’t like it, that’s fine … I’ll forget all about it.’

‘But I’m the songwriter,’ Immy says, putting down her guitar case and staring at me with her wide blue eyes.

I smile at her, trying to lighten the mood. ‘Think of the Beatles. Both John and Paul wrote songs …’

‘We aren’t the Beatles, Mack.’

I laugh at her frustrated expression, but she doesn’t join in.

‘I know we’re not the Beatles. But plenty of bands have different songwriters. There’s nothing that says the same people need to write all the songs. We need another song and I think mine is good …’

Sometimes when Immy doesn’t get her own way she pouts. Even though I know she’s putting it on, it usually works. She tries it now, her bottom lip quivering like she’s about to cry.

I’m determined to resist it but my cheeks are starting to blush. I hate this sort of thing but I’m not going to give in on this one. Wanting to play my song to the band is fair. Immy should understand that. I don’t see why she’s being so difficult. It’s almost like she’s jealous.

‘This song means something to me, Immy.’

‘Battle of the Bands means something to me,’ says Immy, like I didn’t already know that.

‘It means something to me too,’ I tell her. ‘The chance to compete in it was one of the reasons I stayed in the city – you know that. I’m going to play my song to the band, Immy. I want them to hear it at least.’

‘Then play it!’ snaps Immy. ‘But I’m really hurt, Mack. And really surprised that you’d risk our friendship over a little song,’ she adds, picking up her guitar case and swinging it around so that it clips the back of my legs again. There are plenty of things I could say, but I don’t. I just let her leave.
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The rest of the day is painful. I have classes with Immy in the afternoon. We’ve always sat together but today she chooses a seat as far away from me as possible. It makes listening to Mrs Jeffers in English almost impossible. I keep concentrating on the back of Immy’s head and her long blonde hair that hangs straight and frizz-free.

I reconsider about fifty times, wondering if I’m making the right choice, if I should just let my song go. But every time I come to the same conclusion – I have to play it to the rest of the band. I have to at least give it a shot if I’m ever going to take music seriously.

I take out my phone under the table and quickly punch out a text message to the band, asking if they can come to the rehearsal room after school for five minutes while I bumble through a new song. After I hit send, I try to listen to what Mrs Jeffers is talking about.

She’s discussing conjoining words and when they are – or aren’t – okay to use. I tune out as my phone vibrates in my hand.

I smile as I see a yellow grinning emoji from Gen. I guess that means she’ll be there. One down. Three to go.

‘What’s another example of a conjoining word? Mackenzie?’

Hearing my name, I look up. ‘Um …’

‘No. “Um” is not a conjoining word,’ says Mrs Jeffers in her usual clipped tone.

The class laughs around me, and Immy turns, but doesn’t smile. Her face is hard. I wonder if she got my text. She usually has her phone in her pocket in class. I realise Mrs Jeffers is still staring at me, waiting for a response.

‘Conjoining words … so, but, for, and …’ I mumble, worrying that my decision to play the band the song is going to cost me more than I expected.

‘So, you are listening, Mackenzie,’ says Mrs Jeffers, returning to the whiteboard.

Actually, I’m not. But Mum’s years of lectures about grammar must have wormed their way into my brain. Thanks, Mum.

My phone vibrates again. I look down as discreetly as I can, hoping it’s Immy responding. There’s a thumbs-up emoji from Pete, followed by one word from Ollie in caps – YEAH.

Mrs Jeffers has moved on to talking about how writers can change the pace of their writing by using conjoining words. She hands out a photocopied passage and asks us to analyse it.

But instead of working, I draw circles and lines across my notebook, willing my phone to vibrate with a message from my best friend.

All of the what ifs are stampeding through my head. What if Immy is right and the song isn’t up to scratch? Then I’ve had a fight with her for nothing. What if the band thinks I should have stayed away from the music, and stuck to writing lyrics? What if they blame me for upsetting Immy? What if this class never ends?

I try to concentrate on the photocopied passage, but all I can see is Immy’s face, closed and mean.
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Usually Immy and I walk home together, but this afternoon when the bell rings I rush down the corridor towards the rehearsal room. I’m not sure what I’ll do if Immy turns up, but it’s going to seem pretty weird to the rest of the band if she’s not there.

Gen is already sitting behind the drums, eating a packet of chips, when I burst in. She gives me a nod and a little welcome drum roll.

The sight of her chips makes me realise how hungry I am. I didn’t have any lunch. I lean over the cymbal and reach for the packet.

She looks up at me from under her thick dark eyebrows. ‘Two chips, Mack,’ she says, warningly. Nobody messes with Gen and her food. She’s a runner as well as a drummer and a skateboarder and she’s always eating because, in between school and music, she’s always on the move. She says the reason she took up drums in the first place was because her parents were desperate to find something that would make her sit in one spot for a while.

Ollie and Pete come in together, mid-conversation as usual. They’re always arguing about which band has the better sound. Before Pete joined A Happy Accident, he played in a heavy metal band – he still has the long black straggly hair and sleeveless black T-shirts. Ollie, however, has more gentle tastes, and the two can never quite agree.

‘Where’s Im?’ Pete says, looking around.

I shrug because I haven’t worked out what to tell them.

But Ollie, who’s good at reading people, is already onto me. ‘You two had a fight? Heard you didn’t sit together in English.’

‘How do you know that?’

Ollie grins. ‘I have spies.’

It’s true. He knows everything about everyone at this school.

‘No fight,’ I say firmly, because I do not want us to be part of Ollie’s information trade.

‘Well, where is she then?’

‘I think she has a ... dentist appointment,’ I improvise quickly, sitting on the edge of a chair. I’d really hoped she’d turn up. Obviously she is not going to forgive me easily.

Gen’s chip packet rattles as she scoops out the last crumbs. ‘I’ve got to be at training soon. Can you just play it?’ she says through a mouthful.

‘We should probably wait for Immy,’ I say, my voice tiny. I’m suddenly not sure I can go through with this.

Ollie looks at me sternly. ‘Play the song, Mack.’

I nod, swallowing hard. ‘I need a guitar,’ I say, my stomach doing nervous loops.

‘I didn’t know you could play,’ Pete says, surprised, as Ollie scoots off to find me one.

‘I used to have lessons,’ I tell him. It’s weird that my band doesn’t know about this side of me.

‘Has Immy heard the song?’ Gen asks. I’m not sure what to say but luckily Ollie comes back at that moment, holding out a guitar.

‘This do?’ he says.

I take the guitar from him and clear my throat, wishing I didn’t feel so nervous. Singing backup is one thing, but singing lead is totally different. Usually I’d be lucky to sing the chorus in a gig, but now I’m about to sing a whole song. A song I wrote. What if my voice isn’t good enough? What if they laugh? What if they all take Immy’s side and I get kicked out of the band? Pressure, much?

I arrange the guitar on my knee, and breathe. Take out my old red plectrum that I found when I was cleaning up my room. Try to get comfortable. Then I realise there’s something I didn’t explain about this song. ‘This is my song,’ I blurt. ‘I wrote it – the words and the music.’

Pete whistles loudly. ‘No wonder Immy’s at the dentist!’ Is he angry? I can’t tell. Pete’s very loyal. Maybe he’ll think I’m wrong to muscle in on Immy’s territory like this.

‘Do you still want to hear it?’ I ask, my heart thumping.

‘Got nowhere else to be,’ says Pete.

I look at Ollie. He shrugs, which I take as a yes.

‘Has it got a name?’ Gen asks.

‘I was thinking of calling it “Moving” … but if you guys don’t like that name, I can cha–’

Ollie stops me. ‘It’s your song. Own it.’

He’s right. Immy’s reaction has thrown my confidence. The problem is, I’m not sure I have much confidence when it comes to singing lead.

‘Okay. It’s called “Moving”.’ I strum the first few notes and concentrate on the strings, trying to relax. I figure if I don’t have to look at everyone it might be easier to play.

My voice is a bit shaky at first but it settles as I hit the high note at the end of the first bar.

I play an A instead of a G, and my strumming isn’t perfect, but I keep going. I’m not trying to win Battle of the Bands right now. I’m just trying to convince the band my song is worth persevering with.

As I sing the last line, I look up. The three of them are grinning at me. Does that mean they like it? I risk a little smile in return.

‘Love it,’ calls Gen, giving me a drum roll as I lean the guitar against the chair.

‘The end needs work,’ says Pete, always looking to improve something. ‘But it’s good. Solid. Alt rock, indie-pop. Our sound. I like it.’

‘You done good, Mack,’ jokes Ollie. ‘And your voice is great. It’s the perfect sound for that song.’

‘Really?’ I thought I sounded off. Croaky. A bit rough.

‘Really. You can sing. And play. And write a song,’ adds Ollie. ‘I can see why Immy didn’t show up.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask.

He shrugs, like he’s just mucking around, but I know he understands what’s going on. He always does. ‘Nothing. It’s a good song. I’m in.’

‘Yep, me too,’ says Gen. ‘But I’ve gotta go. Coach will kill me if I’m late. Catch you guys on the flipside,’ she says, heading for the door.

Ollie follows her out.

‘Pete?’

He nods. ‘Yeah, it’s not often I agree with Ollie about music, but this time I do. It’s good. And it’s definitely worth playing at Battle of the Bands.’

I realise then that I hadn’t actually thought about what would happen in this scenario – if the band actually liked the song. My brain starts whirring as Pete, our unofficial, self-appointed roadie, lays the guitar back in its case.

‘What do I do about Immy?’

Pete’s in Immy’s home group and her elective class, so he knows her pretty well. They are sort of like siblings and they even share a vintage denim jacket they bought together one day. If anyone can help me convince her about the song, it’s him.

Pete snaps the guitar case closed. ‘Doesn’t she like the song?’

I pull a face. ‘She’s angry that I wrote it without her.’

‘Yeah of course, she likes being the centre of things.’

As he says it, I realise it’s true. She does. Even if it means I’m pushed into a corner more often than not.

‘Do you want to sing it, Mack?’

‘I haven’t thought about it.’

Pete snorts. ‘Come off it. Of course you have. It’s your song. You wrote it about your life,’ he says, flicking his long hair out of his face.

I try to imagine Immy singing my song, and me up the back doing some harmonies. That’s not what I want. ‘Yeah. I want to sing it. But I’m scared.’

‘Scared of playing it in the competition? Or scared of telling Immy that you’re going to?’ Pete laughs, standing up. ‘Either way, I think you’d better go and tell her,’ he says.

The prospect is, frankly, terrifying. But maybe Immy’ll be happy for me. I’m always happy for her when she writes a new song that the band loves. ‘Wish me luck,’ I say.

‘You need more than luck,’ Pete comments. ‘You need a bullet-proof vest!’
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It takes me a couple of days to catch up with Immy. It’s not that I haven’t tried, but whenever I text her she just blows me off. This is the longest we’ve gone without talking. Even Dad asked me if everything was okay and I pretended I was just getting used to Becky being in the flat.

The thing is, I’m secretly terrified of singing solo in public. I don’t even know how to stand properly. But I have to try.

Immy’s shoving everything in her locker when I finally pin her down. I’ve been hovering, waiting for her since the bell went. She sees me, then returns to fiddling with her lock.

‘I played the song to the band …’

‘Yeah, I heard.’

Of course she did. I wait for her to ask me how it went but maybe she knows that too. When she doesn’t say anything, I tell her,‘They liked it …’

Immy sighs and turns around to face me. I adjust my backpack on my shoulder, feeling all fidgety in my skin.

‘I heard that too.’

I don’t know how she’s going to react so I speak quickly, saying what I need to say before I chicken out. ‘They think we should play it at the competition.’ I wait for her to react. Congratulate me. Apologise for being wrong about the song. But she looks at her feet and says nothing.

A flash of anger overrides my nerves. ‘Did you hear me? The band liked my song.’

Immy slings her bag over her shoulder and reaches down for her guitar case. She starts walking away from me and I can’t believe she still hasn’t said anything.

‘Immy?’

She stops and stares at me. ‘What?’

‘We need to talk about this.’

‘No we don’t,’ she says coldly.

I walk closer to her, my skin starting to itch in the familiar way it does when Mum and I are having an argument about something.

I’m aware of kids bustling past and the hallway filling up with people packing their bags and laughing. Usually Immy and I would be in among all that but today we aren’t.

‘Don’t you like my song?’

Immy shrugs and it hurts. I realise I’d been hoping that now the band had given my song the thumbs up, she’d be happy for me. Clearly, I was wrong.

‘It’s fine,’ she finally says.

‘Fine? What does that mean?’ I say, close to exploding.

She sighs deeply. ‘Mack, my whole life is about music. You know that. I play so much guitar the skin on my fingers is rock hard. You haven’t picked up a guitar in years. Now you rock up, tell me you’ve written a song without me, play it to the band and expect me to just step aside and let you take over my role.’

‘I didn’t plan it. I hadn’t even realised I still wanted to play,’ I tell her.

‘So now you do. Good for you. But we’re still not playing your song …’

Something hardens inside me. This isn’t fair. ‘You go on about the band, about how important it is, but it’s all about you. It’s always all about you!’

My voice is much louder than I intended and someone whistles loudly in the corridor, reminding me that other people are listening. But I don’t care.

‘Sorry to say this Mack, but you can’t sing as well as me. We both know that,’ says Immy, her face hard. ‘You can’t play guitar as well as me either. The song I wrote was meant to be a collaboration. Something we created together. But apparently you’re not interested in doing that!’

Immy steps closer and we’re face-to-face. Everyone else seems to have vanished now, so it’s just the two of us in an empty hall, surrounded by the banks of lockers and the smell of the canteen.

I force myself to look at her and not turn away. I know she can tell how angry I am. Then she seems to deflate a bit.

‘Fine then. You’ll need to write the lyrics down so I can learn them,’ she says. ‘And the music.’

I realise she assumes that she’ll be playing it and singing the lead, and I’ll be in the back row, singing harmonies like I always do.

I frown, not wanting this to get any worse but also feeling really frustrated by her reaction.

‘No,’ I say, sounding stronger than I feel.

‘What do you mean, no?’ Immy snaps. Then her eyes open wide with disbelief. ‘You don’t think you’re going to sing at the competition?’

‘Why shouldn’t I?’

‘Because you’re not a lead singer,’ Immy retorts, her face contorted and mean.

I bite my lip, thinking back to the conversation with Pete. This is my song. How can I let Immy sing it? We have different voices and this song won’t suit hers. Besides, I wrote it for me to sing, not her. But if I tell her that, I’m not sure our friendship will survive, and it seems crazy to lose my best friend for the sake of a single gig. I don’t know what to do. Do I tell Immy I’m going to sing ‘Moving’ in the competition, or do I let her sing it, and save my friendship?
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I swallow hard and stroke Journo’s soft grey fur.

‘Sorry, Im,’ I say. ‘I can’t let Laura down. She’s the only girl who’s been nice to me since I got here. What about next weekend instead?’

This time Immy goes quiet. ‘I can’t. I’m going to Gen’s for a sleepover. I’m not sure when I’ll have time again. I’m really busy,’ she says eventually, her voice curt and cold.

My stomach churns. Immy has never been like this to me. Hurt, I tell her I have to go, and hang up. I lie awake for ages waiting for my best friend to text me an apology. My phone is disappointingly silent.
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Saturday comes and it’s the longest time that Immy and I have ever gone without talking. We’ve fought before, but usually after a day I cave in and do whatever it takes to fix things. But this time she has to apologise to me. I think maybe it’s been good for me to be away from Immy. The distance has made me see our friendship more honestly. I’ve realised how often I bend to what she wants, and how rarely she does that for me.

My bad week hasn’t been helped by the fact that Mum has been missing in newspaper action, out interviewing farmers and researching some cattle sickness that is causing all sorts of problems. I’ve hardly seen her. But at least I’ve had Laura to eat lunch with most days.

Today, I’m wearing Mum’s old jodhpurs and a flannelette shirt I stole from Dad. I almost look the part of the local country horse rider. The ground is muddy so I decide it’s time to be brave and wear the gumboots. I slide my feet in, hoping there are no little creatures hiding in the toes. The boots are a perfect fit, but they won’t be great for riding – they’re too stiff. Luckily, Laura said she had spare riding boots I could borrow.

Journo follows me into the garden like she wants to come too. She’s obviously enjoying being in the country. She clearly likes being able to chase real mice, not just toy ones, and roam the fields without us knowing where she goes.

I reach the back fence and hold the wire up so I can squeeze through. The paddocks are rough and grassy and walking in gumboots isn’t quite like walking in sneakers. I head up the hill, following Laura’s instructions. Near the top is a large farmhouse. A huge one, actually. There must be twenty windows at the front and a long driveway curls around the outside. A couple of bright green tractors are parked at one end and a large chicken coop is fenced off in a corner of the paddock. I spy Harold the rooster up on the front steps of the coop like he’s guarding the eggs. And then I see the stables.

I’m suddenly a little nervous. What if Laura’s changed her mind? I stop walking, wondering if I should run back down the hill before I’m spotted. But it’s too late. I look up to see a horse and rider galloping towards me. I freeze, half fearing that they’re going to ride over the top of me, but they stop just in time. The rider grins at me from under the rim of a velvet riding cap. It’s Laura.

‘Hi Mack!’

I feel a rush of relief flow through my body. ‘Hi! Wasn’t sure if there was a path …’

She laughs. ‘I know. We’ve been watching you walk up the hill. You can see everything from the house!’

‘Oh. Busted!’

‘Lex is in the stables. He’s saddling up a horse for you. He wants to come too,’ she says. ‘I told him he wasn’t allowed!’

Without thinking, I blurt out,‘What about Ella?’

Laura looks at me strangely. ‘Why would she be here?’

‘No, I mean aren’t they… together?’

Laura shakes her head. ‘No! Ella’s crushing on him, obviously, but Lex doesn’t like her like that. Ella thinks it’s my fault. Someone started a rumour that Ella asked Lex out and he laughed in her face. It’s not true, but Ella’s convinced I started it. That’s another reason we aren’t talking. And Saskia is loving it!’

So Ella and Lex aren’t together. That changes everything. I’ll probably be all tongue-tied and weird around him now, but if I’m honest with myself then I’m sort of pleased. Strike that. I’m delighted.

‘I don’t think Saskia likes me much either,’ I say, hoping Laura hasn’t noticed I’m blushing.

Laura snorts. ‘That’s just Saskia. You’re from the city, for one thing. Also, her dad went for the job your mum got. He didn’t get it because they wanted someone more experienced, but Saskia thinks it’s unfair, of course!’

I nod, finally understanding. I don’t need Saskia to like me, but it’s annoying that she’d made up her mind about me before we’d even met.

‘Come on, climb up and I’ll give you a ride to the stables,’ Laura says, moving her foot out of the stirrup so that I can scramble up behind her.

Laura rubs her horse’s mane. ‘This is Slipper, my showjumper. He’s magnificent but a little wild. Hold on!’

She tugs on the reins and Slipper bursts forward, galloping straight up the hill towards the stables. I grip with my knees and clutch Laura’s waist. My heart races as we fly along. I’m nervous sitting behind Laura and galloping on a horse I haven’t ridden before, but I’m also grinning madly. I love this feeling.

We reach the stables in seconds and I look down the hill at our house. It’s like a dot from up here.

‘Hey, Mack!’ Lex says, turning round with a big grin.

‘Hi,’ I say, suddenly feeling really shy. He’s even cuter out of his school uniform and now I know he’s not with Ella I’m not sure where to look.

‘Need some help?’ he says, reaching up his hand. His fingers find mine and I feel a blush spreading up my neck. I pull away from him and slide down awkwardly, catching my foot on the stirrup. Instead of the elegant dismount I’d imagined, I crash straight into Lex.

His hands touch my waist and I jump back nervously.

‘You right?’ he asks. Maybe he’s as embarrassed as I am.

‘Yeah … all good.’

Laura coughs loudly from high up on Slipper. ‘It’ll be lunchtime soon if you don’t hurry up, Lex!’

Laura’s words break whatever moment we were having.

‘Okay, well, I’ve saddled up Bluey. She’ll look after you,’ he tells me, like the horse is my host. ‘I’ll go and grab some boots and you can say hello. She’s in the end stall.’

I walk down the row of stalls, peeking over the doors at all the horses. Some snort at me. Others are too busy eating. When I find Bluey I hold out my hand, palm flat, and wait for her to sniff me. She wipes her big, rough tongue across my skin, which I decide is definitely a good sign.

‘These should fit,’ says Lex, holding out a pair of riding boots and a helmet. He slides the helmet onto my head and looks at me intensely. Then he pushes my chin up gently so he can clip the straps without catching my skin. I can feel my cheeks blushing at his touch.

‘I know you’re here to hang out with Laura, but maybe next time you can come for a ride with me,’ he says softly.

I swallow hard and manage a small nod. It feels like we’re frozen like that for ages, with neither of us wanting to look away. Then Bluey suddenly sneezes right between us.

We both start to laugh and wipe our faces. ‘Gross!’ I say.

‘That’s Bluey’s not-so-subtle hint that it’s time to go.’

I pull on the boots while Lex walks Bluey out into the yard. Laura is waiting for us.

Wedging my toe into the stirrup, I bounce up and into the saddle. Lex helps adjust the stirrups to the right length. It’s always strange riding a new horse. Bluey’s taller than Chokita and it takes me a minute to feel comfortable.

‘See you in a couple of hours!’ Lex calls as Laura rides Slipper out to the main paddock. Now that I’m in the saddle, feeling the familiar rock as we walk, I start to relax. I tell myself that Chokita wouldn’t mind.

‘How about we head out over the rise so you can see the view on the other side?’ suggests Laura.

‘Sounds great,’ I say. ‘But can we take it easy to start? Just until I get used to riding Bluey? She’s much bigger than the horse I normally ride.’

‘Oh. You’re not up for a race? It’s what us country kids do.’

I shake my head and then see that Laura’s grinning at me.

‘Joke?’ I ask.

‘Yeah. You can’t really gallop up here anyway. There are too many trees. You’d take your head off!’

Laura leads the way through the paddock and past the house, pointing things out along the way. Bluey seems content to follow Slipper.

We reach the top of the hill and I gaze down into the valley. I can see the meandering river, and the paddocks dotted with fences and animals. Laura circles around and pulls up next to me.

‘What do you think?’

‘It’s beautiful!’

And it is. There’s just so much space. I’m so glad I’m here. I pull out my phone to take a photo. The screen is full of heart emojis and an apology message from Immy. I’m so relieved. And also delighted that for once she’s the one to apologise first. That’s huge for Immy. Smiling, I send back a quick series of kisses and a selfie of me against the spectacular view. I want her to understand my life in the country as much as I get her life in the city.

‘There’s a great spot down there for a gallop, if you’re brave enough?’ Laura says, pointing down into the valley.

It takes me about two seconds to decide. I grin. Time to start living like a real local.

‘What are we waiting for!’ I say.

‘Perfect answer, Mack,’ Laura says, grinning back.

And it really is.
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‘Yeah, okay, I’ll tell Laura I can’t go riding,’ I finally say.

‘Excellent decision!’

Immy chatters on for a bit, making plans for Saturday, and I distractedly stroke Journo’s soft fur, wondering if I’ve done the right thing. I love Immy like she’s my sister, but sometimes I wonder if she gets her way a bit too much. But then I imagine how much fun we’ll have and I’m sure Laura will be fine about it. At least, I hope she will be.
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‘Hey, Laura!’ I’ve been looking for Laura all morning and finally found her in the queue to buy hot chips at lunch. ‘Um … about riding …’ I start to say.

But before I can get it out, she interrupts me. ‘Hey, guess what! I’ve arranged for some of the other anti-country music fans in town to come round in the afternoon. Thought we could play some music after we ride.’

The cafeteria man hands her a bucket of chips and she carefully smothers only one side in sauce. Then she holds them out. ‘Left you some!’

‘Thanks,’ I say, but I’m not really hungry. I don’t know how to tell her I’m not coming on Saturday. Now that she’s organised for other people to be involved too, I feel even worse about letting her down. Plus it sounds like it would have been heaps of fun.

I take a big breath. ‘The thing is, Saturday’s tricky.’

Laura moves aside so that someone else can get food. Then she frowns at me while dropping a saucy chip into her mouth. ‘Why?’

‘My friend Immy is coming for the day,’ I blurt.

Laura shrugs. ‘She can come too,’ she replies, like it’s all sorted.

The thought of Immy in gumboots is crazy enough. Riding a horse is a stretch too far.

I laugh. ‘Immy can’t ride. But she sings and plays guitar.’

‘Well, she can hang out at the house while we ride and then she can come and jam,’ says Laura, like it’s no big deal. I know how Immy will feel if I tell her she has to wait around for me to have a ride.

‘I’m not sure,’ I say, trying to gather my words, but Laura has started talking about music. As far as she’s concerned, the problem is solved.

It looks like Immy is just going to have to accept that I’ll be riding for a bit. That will be interesting.
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Mum was going to drive me to the station this morning to meet Immy, but I decided I’d walk down. I thought it might be nice to head back through town and show Immy where my school is and stuff like that. It feels like ages since I’ve seen my bestie, and now that she’s almost here, I can’t wait, although I am a bit worried about how she’ll react to the riding news.

The train pulls in and I see Immy waiting by the door. She’s the first one out and she runs squealing down the platform towards me. She smothers me in an almighty hug and her guitar bashes against my legs, making me laugh and jump back at the same time.

‘I’ve missed you!’ Immy says, tugging on the zip of my puffer jacket. ‘You look all country!’ I’m wearing gumboots and old jeans and I guess I do look a bit scruffier than I used to. Immy shivers. ‘It’s freezing here!’

‘There’s some snow on the way, apparently!’ I tell her, laughing. ‘I did warn you to wear something warm!’

‘I know. I bought this especially,’ Immy says, showing me her fancy new black jacket. It’s fitted and stylish, of course, but all wrong for around here. ‘So,’ Immy says, expectantly. ‘What are we doing first?’

‘Um … I thought we could walk through town,’ I say, wondering how to break the news about the riding.

‘Great,’ says Immy, as we start walking. ‘And then we’ll hole up at your place in front of the fire and make scones!’

I take a deep breath. ‘About that … Laura’s really keen for me to ride with her so I thought you could hang out at the house for an hour. Then she’s arranged for some people to come over and jam. You have your guitar, might be fun!’ I say all this without looking at her, so that hopefully she’ll just agree.

Immy stops walking.

‘I didn’t just catch the train for two hours to sit somewhere while you ride, Mack!’ she says.

‘I know. But it’s not for long. You could hang out with Mum or Granny. You could even come riding!’

‘I thought we were going to have a fun day in the country together. Just you and me,’ Immy replies, sounding hurt. ‘I haven’t seen you for ages.’

I stop walking and turn to look at her. ‘Sorry, I just didn’t know how to tell Laura.’

‘I’ll tell her then.’

Immy’s voice is cold. I know she’s disappointed and I understand why, but she’s the one who insisted I change my plans.

‘It’s just for an hour,’ I point out.

‘I don’t want to jam with other people,’ Immy retorts.

‘But you can meet Laura. You’ll like her …’

Immy shakes her head. ‘I don’t want to meet her. I came to see you but I can see you’ve replaced me. And, to make it worse, you actually expect me to hang out with my replacement!’ Immy shakes her head. ‘If you didn’t want me to come, you should have just told me.’

Anger rushes through me. Immy always does this. She twists things to make me feel bad. But I don’t want to have an argument here on the street, so I suck down my feelings. ‘Let’s go home and have scones and talk,’ I tell her. ‘I’m not going riding until after lunch anyway.’

But Immy doesn’t budge. ‘If you’re going riding then I’m catching the next train home.’

Lots of thoughts swirl through my head. Usually in this situation I just give in to Immy. Should I do it now?

I start nodding and Immy smiles. She thinks I’m just going to change my plans. Like always. But since I’ve moved here, away from Immy, I’ve been discovering I can do things without her. I can make friends, stand up to people and make my own choices. I don’t want to do things just to please Immy – or anyone else. I can feel the pressure building up in my chest and I know I’m about to blow.

‘Immy, you’re my best friend and of course I want to hang out with you. But I also want to go riding. It’s one of the reasons I moved to the country. I’m sorry you have to hang out while I ride, but it’s only for an hour. I’ve waited for you plenty of times. I want to jam too, because that’s how I can meet new people. It’s been hard moving here and leaving all my friends behind.’ This comes out in one big rush, and then I feel really weird because I never would’ve thought I’d have the courage to say it.

‘It hasn’t been easy for me either!’ Immy yells, her face bright red. ‘I never wanted you to move. I miss you. I’ve tried to be positive but I hate that you’re here in this stupid place.’

For once, I’m not scared of arguing. I don’t want to just make everything okay again. I want Immy to understand how I feel. She’s obviously waiting for me to back down and say I’ll change my plans for her. But I won’t. Not this time. I’m going riding and if she doesn’t like it then she can leave.

Furiously, Immy turns around and starts walking off. She’s heading in the wrong direction for the return train, though. For a second I consider not telling her. I want her to wait in the cold in the wrong place. But then I give in. Just a little.

‘Immy!’ I call out. ‘You need the other platform.’ I point across to the other side.

‘Right,’ she says, barrelling past me.

I am exhausted and flat, like all the air has been sucked out of me. Usually we have little mini fights and then I smooth everything over. But this feels different. This time I’m not prepared to back down. But does that mean our friendship is over? It’s an awful thought.

I watch Immy march through the train station doors and onto the road, so she can cross to the right platform. Her head is down and she’s watching the ground. I feel really sad. We’ve been through so much and the thought of never speaking to her again is horrible.

This fight feels final, like something’s shifted and I’m not sure how to move it back, or even if I want to. I tuck my hands into my pockets and look around, still hoping Immy will come back. But she’s gone.

I’m teary as I head home. On the street I see a man strapping a child into the backseat of his car and it makes me think of Dad. I’m going to Skype him as soon as I get home. Hopefully, if I time it right, Becky might be at yoga and I can have him all to myself for fifteen minutes.

Then I hear my name. I look round and see Immy hurrying up behind me.

‘I can’t go now!’ she shouts. ‘I’m starving!’

Despite how frustrating she is, I start laughing at the sight of her cold pink cheeks and her guitar case swinging around as she hurries towards me. I sniff away my tears.

‘Okay, I’ll meet your friends …’ Immy says. ‘I’ll even jam … but I’m not horse-riding! Not for anyone,’ she says as she reaches me. ‘But I’d never forgive myself if we stopped being friends just because I was being too sensitive.’

I grin at her. ‘Is that an apology, Imogen Reynolds?’

‘I believe it is.’

‘Wow! First time for everything.’

She hits me playfully on the arm. And this time, when she squashes me in a giant, Immy-style hug, she puts down her guitar case first so that nothing comes between us. We giggle and she apologises again and together, we plan the rest of our day. And I couldn’t be happier.
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‘Sorry, Mum, I’d feel really weird doing that,’ I tell her finally. ‘Do you mind?’

‘Not at all, but I’m a little surprised,’ admits Mum. ‘It’s not like you and Josh are great friends.’

‘Well, snooping around is probably going to wreck any chance I’ve got of making him one,’ I point out, feeling cross that she doesn’t see it that way.

‘I can probably find out the truth anyway, don’t worry about it,’ Mum says, still in full-blown journalism mode.

She stands up and starts putting cups in the sink, clearly not wanting to talk about it anymore. I hate it when Mum does this. Shuts me down. Puts the pursuit of a story before everything.

‘Fine,’ I say. ‘I’m going to Granny’s.’

I don’t bother saying goodbye.
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Mum left before me this morning. I’m sure she’s still planning to find out about Josh’s dad so I’m going to try to warn him.

He’s late today. I’ve already finished my slice of orange cake and I’m going to start on his piece if he doesn’t hurry up.

‘Sorry, Mack!’ Josh flops down on the chair. His face is red and he looks like he’s been running. ‘I just dashed home because I forgot something,’ he tells me.

‘Hope you didn’t get caught leaving the school,’ I say.

‘Nah. Snuck out over the fence! Here,’ he says, handing me an earbud. ‘I went home to get this.’

I stick it into my ear and he wedges the other side into his. The cord isn’t very long so it means we’re basically facing each other at very close range. I don’t know where to look. I keep staring at his lips and then realise he’s talking to me.

‘Sorry… what?’

‘I think you’ll like this song,’ he tells me, and I realise he’s run home to grab his phone and earbuds so that he can play it to me. It makes me smile.

He presses play and our heads bump gently together as we listen. It’s a female singer and her voice is amazing. It’s just her and a piano, and the lyrics are sad and dreamy.

Josh is watching me, trying to see what I think of it.

I nod.‘I like it. A lot.’

He leans in even closer and I can feel his breath on my face. I move back quickly, nervous of what will happen if our faces stay this close. I take out the ear bud, knowing I’m blushing. Suddenly I wish I could ring Immy. She’s been messaging me every day about Josh, convinced he likes me. I thought he was just being friendly, but now I’m not so sure. Maybe he does like me as more than just mates. The thought makes my hands itchy. I wish I didn’t have to tell him about Mum. If there’s one way to ruin a moment with a cute boy, it’s revealing that your mother is looking for dirt on his father.

Josh smiles as the song ends. ‘Thought we could experiment. Piano and voice, what do you think? We’ve got a piano.’

‘Can you play that well?’ I ask.

He winces a little. ‘That might be a problem!’

I hand Josh the cake. Maybe it will soften the impact of what I’m about to say.

‘Josh… um, there’s something I have to tell you,’ I say as he’s eating. ‘I think Mum’s trying to find out about your dad.’

He looks up at me. ‘Yeah. I figured she might. When she recognised my surname I realised she’d heard the stories.’ He pauses. ‘Did she tell you anything?’

I shake my head, feeling awkward. ‘No. I don’t care about your dad!’ I say, and then kick myself. That didn’t sound right. ‘I don’t mean that in a bad way…’

‘I get it,’ says Josh. ‘You don’t know him.’

‘Exactly!’ I’m so relieved he understands.

Josh sighs. ‘Dad ran a company in the city with a business partner. They had a falling out. There are stories that Dad owes him money and the board sacked him. The stories aren’t true, but it got ugly. We moved here to try to escape it all.’

I feel bad for him. ‘But journos will always sniff around, so you can’t really escape it, can you?’

‘Not really.’ Then Josh shrugs and starts eating. ‘This cake is delicious, by the way.’

‘What cake?’

We both look up to see Jenny, the librarian, leaning over the stack of magazines, watching us.

Josh freezes mid-mouthful. ‘Oops,’ he says quietly.

My cheeks heat up. Has my cake just landed us both in trouble?

Jenny walks up to the table. She bobs down so that she can lean in and whisper. ‘If you bring me a slice on Monday, I’ll let it go. But no more food in here!’

We both nod and promise. Jenny’s face breaks into a smile. ‘I’d prefer carrot cake please, Mackenzie,’ she tells me.

I try to think of something to say and all I can come up with is,‘With or without walnuts?’

‘Oh, definitely with,’ says Jenny decisively. ‘And cream cheese icing. Now you two, head out for some sunshine.’

We shuffle past Jenny and just make it outside before we start laughing.

‘Busted!’

‘She’s known all along.’

‘Yep. You can’t trick a librarian,’ says Josh. ‘She was cool about it though!’

‘Yeah, she was,’ I say.‘I’ll make the yummiest carrot cake she’s ever had.’

Josh grins at me as we walk onto the oval. Even if my face is glowing bright red, I’m really happy.
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That night Journo and I are having dinner when Mum gets home. She drops her bag and walks up behind me, giving me a big hug.

‘I’m sorry, Mack. I was totally out of line asking you to snoop on a friend,’ she says into my hair.

‘Yep, you were,’ I reply, not quite ready to forgive her, even with the apology.

‘You know how I get sometimes, honey. This job is hard. I want to make the paper great again, and sometimes I lose sight of everything else.’

She sits down on the chair closest to me and steals a piece of chicken from my bowl. ‘Yum!’

‘I made you some,’ I tell her. ‘It’s in the wok.’

‘Even though you’re angry with me, you still cooked!’

I manage a tiny smile. ‘Not angry. Just frustrated. I know you love your job, but sometimes I wish you’d remember how other people feel. People like your daughter!’ I say, pleased that I’ve been able to tell her exactly what’s in my head.

Mum nods. ‘I won’t do it again. I promise.’

I raise an eyebrow at her. We both know it’s unlikely she’ll change. She’s always been like this and I love how into her job she is. But having a journalist as a parent can be tricky sometimes.

There’s a knock on the door.

‘It’s probably Ruth. She said she was coming over,’ Mum says, getting up and walking to the door. I can hear her talking to someone, but it doesn’t sound like Granny. I twirl noodles around my chopsticks while I wait for her to come back.

‘Hey, Mack.’

I look up and see Josh in the kitchen doorway. ‘What are you doing here?’

He touches my shoulder before sitting down at the table. ‘First, what’s for dinner?’

I laugh as he pretends to eat some noodles from my bowl, and knock his hand away playfully. ‘Stir-fry. There’s heaps. Do you want some?’

‘I’ve already eaten, but yes, please!’

I serve him a small bowl, making sure I keep enough for Mum. Actually, where is Mum?

‘I thought Dad could tell your mum his side of the story,’ says Josh, as if reading my mind. ‘They’re having a chat outside.’

I narrow my eyes at him. ‘Is this so Mum will leave you alone?’

He nods. ‘Partly. Your mum will stop digging, and we’ll be left in peace.’

‘Maybe not peace,’ I warn him as Journo leaps up onto Josh’s lap and tries to snuggle.‘Anyway, now you’re here, you can help me make Jenny’s cake after dinner!’

‘Sounds like fun. Can I lick the beaters?’

‘Sure,’ I tell him.

He sucks a noodle up and soy sauce flies everywhere. There’s a smudge on his chin and he smiles at me as he wipes it off. I smile back, happy that I’m here in this little country house with my super cute, and maybe one day more-than-just-friend, Josh.
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‘Okay, Mum,’ I finally agree. I know how important this is to her – I just hope I don’t lose Josh’s friendship in the process.

She grins at me. ‘Thanks, honey. It’s not like you’re doing anything illegal, just …’

‘Unethical?’

She shakes her head. ‘No. You hardly know him, and if his dad did the things they say he did, he deserves to be outed. And it will make a great story!’

My stomach feels all squirmy and yuck. Perhaps this is why Mum has such trouble keeping friends, unless they are also journalists.

‘I’ve got homework,’ I mutter, heading off to my room and wondering if agreeing to help Mum find information is a terrible mistake.
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It’s Saturday afternoon and Josh thinks I’m coming over to muck around on the piano, but actually I’m planning on hunting for dirt on his dad. Mum told me that August Krunic supposedly embezzled millions and ripped off his staff, but I’m not sure that excuses what I’m about to do. Still, I know what it means to Mum for the newspaper job to work out, because she doesn’t have a job in the city to go back to if all this fails. I just wish it wasn’t Josh that I’m about to question. He’s the one person I’ve really clicked with since moving to the country.

Josh’s house is a bit bigger than ours but it’s nothing flash. It makes me wonder if what Mum said is true. It doesn’t seem like this is the place you’d come if you were suddenly rich.

I’m desperately hoping Josh’s dad isn’t home. Just as I’m about to knock on the door, Josh opens it. ‘I’m a bit nervous,’ he admits immediately. ‘You’re our first visitor. Also I’m not a brilliant piano player …’

I make myself smile, even though just the sight of him makes me feel even worse. ‘That’s okay. At this stage I’m happy with anything musical!’

‘You’ve made me feel so much better,’ he says jokingly.

I follow Josh through the house. He has to keep ducking under low beams because he’s so tall. The house isn’t what I imagined. There are big vases full of flowers everywhere that look like they’ve come from their garden. The floors are covered in Moroccan rugs and there are large paintings on the walls.

I stop in front of one. It’s red and black and really vibrant. Josh notices that I’m staring at it.

‘Mum painted that,’ he says. ‘It’s of a bushfire.’

‘Wow. It’s pretty amazing,’ I say, but it’s even more than that. I’ve seen photos of bushfires and this feels as realistic, but even more emotional.

‘Is your mum here?’

Josh shakes his head. ‘She’s overseas at the moment.’

‘How long has she been away?’

Josh looks at me and I notice a flicker of something. ‘It’s been a year.’

‘Oh. That must be hard,’ I say, trying to imagine what it would feel like if my mum was away that long.

‘Yeah. She left when stuff was happening with Dad and his company. I don’t think she’s in a rush to come home.’

‘I bet you miss her.’ Poor Josh. Now I feel even worse about snooping for information.

‘I do. Dad can be pretty grumpy sometimes!’

Squeezing my hands tight, I make myself ask him, ‘So what happened with his company?’

‘Oh, you know … there was some business issue.’

‘Like what?’ I try to keep it light but it sounds forced. ‘Like money?’

Josh looks at me strangely. ‘You really want to know?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Do you want to know or does your mum want to know?’ His voice is suddenly hard. Instantly, I wish I could take my question back.

‘Um …’ I stall, knowing I can’t lie to him.

He steps closer to me and I can see how angry he is. I feel even worse than I do when I fight with Immy.

‘You’re here because your mum asked you to come, aren’t you? Stupid me! I thought we were friends.’

I shake my head. ‘We are! I just …’

‘I think you should go,’ he says coldly.

I suddenly feel furious with Mum for putting me in this position – and really angry with myself for letting it happen. What was I thinking?

‘I’m sorry, Josh …’

‘Just go.’ He walks past me and opens the door. As the cold air rushes in and over me, I feel awful.

‘See you round, Mack.’

I’m barely out the door when it closes on me. Tears prickle my eyes, and my throat’s itchy. Without even thinking about it, I storm down the street to the newspaper office, because even on a Saturday, Mum’s working.

The fury builds inside me as I barge in. Mum sticks her head around the computer and when she sees the look on my face, she jumps to her feet.

‘Mack! What’s wrong?’

I launch right into it. ‘I went round to Josh’s house and he guessed that I was digging about his dad because you’d sent me. He’s really angry. Now I’ve lost the only friend I’ve made in this place, and it’s all your fault!’

I can’t keep the tears in any longer. Mum tries to hug me but I don’t want her comforting me. I’m fuming.

‘I’m sorry, Mack. I just …’

‘I don’t want to hear it. This town is small, Mum. And it’s hard to make friends. So when you find one, the last thing you should do is sniff out a story about them. You shouldn’t have asked me to do that.’

I wipe my eyes with both palms, relieved that there’s no-one else here. Mum is watching me and I can see a million things playing out across her face. She slumps down into her chair and starts nodding.

‘You’re right, Mack. I’m sorry.’

‘Just sorry?’

‘Yep. Just sorry. No excuses. It was wrong of me.’

‘Really? You’re apologising?’

She looks up and pulls a face. ‘Don’t I do that?’

I shake my head. ‘Not often. The last time was back when you broke the special mug Dad gave me. I think I was five.’

She laughs and, even though I’m still angry with her, the sound is warm and comforting.

‘I forget sometimes that I’m a person before I’m a journalist,’ she admits.

‘Yes. You do.’

‘Can I make it up to you?’

‘Not really. But you can send me to see Immy and Dad for the weekend,’ I tell her, realising how much I’ve missed them both, and how much I just want a couple of days away from Mum right now.

Mum nods. ‘Of course. Can we fix it with Josh?’

My insides clench. ‘I doubt it. He’s really hurt,’ I tell her, sniffing loudly.

Mum nods and I see that she truly understands what she’s done.
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I’m going to the city straight after school and staying for the whole weekend, so my bag is fuller than usual. Dad’s going to pick me up from the station and drop me straight at Immy’s. I can’t wait. I just have to survive a day with nobody talking to me and then I’ll be back where I belong, in the land of music and shopping and noise.

I walk into school with my head down, trying to avoid seeing anyone. I’m grabbing my books for science when I feel someone step into my space. It’s Josh. My stomach lurches. I knew I’d bump into him sooner or later, of course. It’s not like you can hide in this place. But I was hoping I’d avoid him for a few days, at least. I just don’t know what to say.

‘Hi,’ I say finally.

‘Did you bring cake?’

I shake my head, confused. ‘No. I didn’t think you’d ever talk to me again,’ I say.

Other kids arrive and start putting their things in the lockers. I’m aware that they’re probably listening, but right now, I don’t care.

‘Your mum came to see me.’

‘She what?’ Usually nothing my mum does shocks me, but I really didn’t see this coming.

Josh nods. ‘She explained that what happened yesterday was her fault. She apologised and promised not to dig for dirt on Dad. Then she offered to pay me thousands if I’d keep hanging out with you. I said “no” at first, but she’s pretty persuasive,’ he says.

My face burns with embarrassment. I’ve never felt so mortified in my life. I try to say something but can’t think of any appropriate words. Then Josh grins and I realise he’s just winding me up. Relief floods me. I really thought I’d be hanging in the library, alone, for the rest of my school years. If I knew Josh better, I’d throw my arms around him.

I settle for,‘You’re mean!’

‘Sorry,’ chuckles Josh. ‘I couldn’t resist. She did come and see me and apologise. But no money changed hands!’

I start smiling. ‘Well, I’m pleased to hear my mother isn’t paying people to be my friend. That would really suck.’

‘She mentioned you were running away to the city tonight.’

I nod. ‘I am. But I’ll be back on Monday.’

‘Good. I’m pleased to hear it. The library just wouldn’t be the same without you.’

My face goes pink. I like hanging out with him at lunch too.

‘I’m thinking chocolate cake on Monday. What do you reckon, Mack?’

‘Sure. I’ll speak to Harold about waking me up early enough.’

‘What about if I just text you? I can be your more reliable alarm,’ he says with a smile.

‘Deal.’

Josh puts his hand out. His skin is warm and soft and as we shake hands in the middle of the crowded corridor, I feel myself relax. Maybe living in the country won’t be so hard after all, now that I have a real friend to share cake with.
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I take a deep breath. ‘Sorry Immy, but I’m going to sing and play it,’ I say firmly.

Immy’s face flushes with fury. ‘Really?’

Feeling the doubts start, I nod before I lose my courage. ‘Yep.’

‘What do I get to do then?’

I haven’t thought this through properly. ‘You can do the harmony …’

She drops her guitar case and it crashes to the floor. I can tell by the fact she doesn’t pick it up that this is about to get ugly.

‘I’m the lead singer!’

‘Not on this song.’

Immy shakes her head. ‘I can’t believe you’d do this to me, Mack. You’re cutting me out of my own band.’

‘It’s not your band! And I’m not cutting you out! It’s only one song, Immy. I always sing the harmony. Why can’t you do it for once?’

Immy doesn’t reply. My heart has started to race and my palms are sweaty but I press on. ‘This isn’t just your thing. It’s ours. It belongs to five of us. If you don’t like it, then tough.’

‘Fine then, I’m out. Find someone to replace me,’ says Immy.

I stare at her, shocked that she’d even joke about such a thing. Her face is expressionless. I don’t know what to say.

‘Or maybe you can replace me, Mack,’ she says coldly.

‘Fine. I will,’ I say, and I’m shocked to hear myself saying it.

She laughs and the sound is really hard and mean. ‘Good luck with that. The only reason we made the finals is because of me.’

I blink back tears. I can’t believe it’s got to this. ‘That’s not true.’

‘Oh yeah? I bet the rest of the band would rather you left than me. I’ll leave it to you to tell them.’

I have to get out of here before she can say anything else. Pushing past her I storm out, my eyes filling with tears. I don’t know what this means for my friendship with Immy, and I don’t know what it means for the band. What if she’s right? What if they want me to leave? What have I done?
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Today is our first rehearsal since Immy and I had our fight last week. I kept hoping she’d turn up but we’ve been waiting for ten minutes and she’s nowhere to be seen. Nobody knows what to do without her. She’s the engine of the band – organised and controlling, getting things done. Gen is slumped over the drum kit. I’ve never seen her so still.

‘Battle of the Bands is next weekend,’ Ollie reminds us, not bothering to hide how worried he is.

‘I know,’ I say, snapping at him.

‘So what do we do?’ Ollie asks.

‘We play,’ I say, moving the microphone stand so it’s at my height instead of Immy’s.

‘Not without Immy,’ says Ollie.

‘Why not?’ I say, sounding so much braver than I feel.

Pete stands up next to me. ‘Mack’s right. A Happy Accident isn’t just Immy.’

‘Maybe not, but without her we won’t win,’ comments Ollie.

He’s right. We need Immy. My voice isn’t suited for our other songs. I wrote them for her pitch, her sound. ‘This is my fault,’ I say, upset. I really want them to disagree with me.

Gen shrugs and Pete stays quiet, but Ollie nods. ‘To be honest, yeah, it is! I mean, why did you have to decide now that you wanted to sing lead?’

‘Shut up, Ollie!’ growls Pete.

‘Well, she could’ve waited,’ Ollie retorts. ‘I’m sure Immy would’ve been fine about Mack sometimes singing the lead vocal – just not right before a big competition.’

Pete looks as surprised as I do by Ollie’s outburst. I’m hurt that he thinks that. But maybe he’s right. Maybe I should have waited. School has been awful since Immy started ignoring me, and now this. It’s like my world has tilted on its side.

Still, it’s not going to help if I look like I’m worried too. Mum gave me an hour-long pep talk via Skype last night. She’s totally delighted that I’m singing lead. If only I felt her confidence.

‘Ready?’ I say loudly, pretending to be sure about this.

Gen counts us in and I close my eyes and start to sing.

Halfway through, I mess up the chords and then forget my line, and have to stop. Pete tries to assure me it’s fine. But then it happens again, and again, and after an hour, we still haven’t managed to get all the way through the song.

‘We need a break,’ states Pete.

‘We don’t have time for a break,’ argues Ollie. ‘We need Immy back.’

We spend the rest of the rehearsal working on my song and our other songs and it’s clear that I’m going to struggle with the guitar lead. I’m just not as competent as Immy. I haven’t played much in years and it’s really hard playing and singing at the same time.

‘I think “Moving” sounds good,’ says Pete encouragingly.

‘Yeah, me too,’ says Gen.

‘But the other songs are a mess,’ Ollie points out. ‘You wrote them for Immy’s voice. They sound much better when she sings them.’

My heart is racing. I’ve never had to defend myself to Ollie before. I know he likes Immy but he’s making it super clear he’s on her side with this.

‘I’ll work on it tonight. You wait. It’ll be okay,’ I say, somehow finding a surge of inner strength.

I have to get the songs ready for the competition. I can’t bear to be the reason that we lose.

Heading home, I find myself riding past my old house. I haven’t seen Mum since she moved. She’s been super busy with work and Granny, and I’ve been busy with school and the band. Since Mum left, everything’s changed. Seeing the house makes me miss her even more – and Immy.

Instead of riding to Dad’s place, I take the other turn and head down the street instead of up. Past the little park where Immy and I used to meet when we were first allowed to go out without a parent. Past the strange twisted tree with the swing that all the kids in the neighbourhood use.

Past Immy’s house where I know she’ll be in the shed, playing music.

I stop. I should go home. Dad will be wondering where I am. Becky’s probably made dinner and will be using this as an opportunity to criticise me for being late.

But it’s like my bike turns by itself, faces the other direction and rides straight up to Immy’s shed. Even if I wanted to stop, I couldn’t.

I lean my bike against the fence.

Immy isn’t playing music. She’s sitting on her chair, her guitar at her feet. She looks up when I walk in.

‘Hey, Immy … I just came from band practice.’

Immy smiles snidely. ‘Yeah. Ollie texted me.’

I feel a flash of anger that he’s her spy. It explains why he was so intent on trying to undermine me at rehearsals. ‘So that’s how you know what’s going on?’

She shrugs and ties her hair back with one of the many elastics around her wrist.

I sit down on the other chair without asking. The shed is cold and dark but I’ve always liked being out here because it’s our own private space. This is where we’ve written songs together and played music together. This is where we’ve gossiped together and shared secrets. This is not the space we fight in.

Immy looks up at me. ‘Why are you here, Mack?’

‘I don’t know …’

She frowns and looks at the ground. She’s going to make me work for this. So I pick up her guitar. I start strumming really badly and singing loudly and out of tune.


‘Immy … the band needs you …

Oh Immy … yes we do …

Without you I play bad.

And I’m destroying what we had.

Please come back …

Um, um, ummmmm



She starts laughing. ‘Enough!’


Please come back …

I’m just a hack …



She takes her guitar from me and starts plucking notes with her plectrum. Her fingers work so much faster than mine. Then she belts out a couple of lines in the same bad tune I was using:


You can sing your song

And I’ll sing mine

And that will be just fine!



I scrutinise her face, wondering if she means it. ‘Really?’ My voice sounds so timid, so small.

She nods, looking serious. ‘Really. I was going to come to rehearsals but I was super embarrassed and I didn’t know how to worm my way back in. And then I was worried you’d all realise you don’t need me …’ Her voice starts cracking like she’s finding this as hard as I am.

Words burst out of me. ‘We need you, Immy. I’m a few years behind on guitar. And it doesn’t matter that your songs have a different sound!’

Immy smiles warmly at me and I feel so relieved. ‘I’m sorry, Mack,’ she says softly. ‘I was out of line … the band is so much more than just me. I think from now on we should each sing the songs that suit our voices. I’ll do the harmonies on yours and you can do them on mine.’

This is a massive thing for Immy to say. She hates giving up the limelight. I reach for my best friend, squashing her and the guitar in a hug.

‘The band is both of us,’ she says gently.

‘Yep. The others we can definitely do without!’ I joke.

‘Not Ollie,’ she says, laughing.

Something about the way she says it makes me suspicious. ‘Is he just your spy? Nothing more?’

She grins and I see a flush of red creep across her face. ‘What about Toby? You haven’t told me about him yet!’

‘Nothing to tell,’ I reply, but my face is flushing too.

Immy laughs. ‘Looks like we’ve got some catching up to do, huh?’

I nod. ‘Yep. It really does. But first we have a competition to win!’
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Mum, Dad, Becky and Toby are all at the gig. A Happy Accident is the next band up and Immy and I are trying to do vocal warm-ups backstage. But my throat feels dry and croaky, like there is no chance I can get a note out.

I feel a wave of panic. ‘Immy… maybe you should sing “Moving” too …’

‘Can’t. Don’t know the lyrics,’ she says, in between humming notes.

‘Please?’

‘No way!’ says Immy, firmly. ‘Your song. You sing it. That’s the new rule, remember!’

I tug on my black top and try to pat down my wild hair. I’m about to perform in front of the biggest crowd ever and I’m worried I’ll choke.

As always, Immy senses my mood and bear-hugs me. ‘Mack, you’ll be fine,’ she says. ‘You’ll nail it. Just use the nerves. They’ll help. And remember, if we win today we get to record all our songs!’

She grins at me and I grin back. Then I hear our name being called and the others stride out past me onto the stage. They didn’t even try to hide how relieved they were when Immy came back to rehearsals. I head for the microphone and grip my hands around it so tightly there’s a risk I might snap it in two.

Behind me, Immy whispers, ‘Good luck,’ and starts to count me in on the guitar. The lights blink in my eyes, and I stare at the back of the theatre, away from all the people. I can do this. It’s like I’m in my old room, singing at Journo as she meows in tune. I can do this. It’s just a gig. I can do this. Because I’m a singer and I’m good at it and this is my song. I open my mouth and the words flow, and behind me, my best friend sings in harmony with me. And as we reach the chorus together, I look down into all those faces and it’s the best.
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As much as I want to sing my song, I finally nod, feeling sick as I tell Immy,‘Okay … I’ll write it out for you tonight.’

I expect her to smother me in a hug, thanking me for being so unselfish. But she doesn’t, and to be honest, I don’t want her to.

‘I have to go,’ she says, leaving me feeling yuck. We said things that I’m not sure we can unsay. It was the biggest fight we’ve ever had – one so ugly and angry that I don’t know how to take it all back.

And now I have to hand my song over to her. My song, that means something to me. It doesn’t feel right. I try to tell myself that at least we’re still friends and everything will be smooth with the band. I just have to work out some harmonies for ‘Moving’. But that doesn’t feel right, either. I guess at least my song is in the competition. It’s just that I’m not going to be singing it.

Becky and Dad are still at work when I get in, so I have the place to myself for once. Channelling Granny, I decide to make some scones. And as I do, I start to sing my song. I fiddle around with the bridge and fix a few lines that I’m not happy with and by the time the scones are in the oven, it’s feeling really good.

Waiting for my after-school snack to cook, I type out the lyrics with notes for Immy about pace and tone and emphasis. I always do this, even though she doesn’t always listen. She says she has to make the song her own.

I hit send on the email and it shoots through the ether to her inbox. The song is strong – maybe even strong enough to win us the Battle of the Bands. But instead of feeling elated I’m really miserable, like I’ve cheated myself out of something I love. I wonder if this is how Mum feels when she works on a big story for weeks and it gets bumped from the front page because of some other big piece.

I know Granny would laugh if she saw my scones. They are lumpy and misshapen. But they are also really good with too much raspberry jam and a dollop of cream (which I had to buy myself because there is no way Becky would).

As I nibble scones, I start leafing through Dad’s record collection. Dad can’t play an instrument but he loves listening to music. He doesn’t have a type of music either. He’s just as content humming along with Ella Fitzgerald as he is listening to something classical.

I pull out a stack of my favourites. They are all singer-songwriters, and all women. Loading up a couple more scones with jam and cream, I work my way through the stack, listening to the singers’ voices, joining in on the choruses, and wondering how they would have felt if they’d had to give up songs they’d written that really meant something to them.

I’m sitting in the dark, still listening, when Dad and Becky come in.

‘Everything okay, Mack?’ asks Dad, frowning. If Becky wasn’t here I’d tell him the truth. But she is, and so I can’t.

Instead, I offer them the scones.

‘We don’t eat carbs before dinner,’ says Becky.

‘Dad?’

He loves scones almost as much as I do. I can see him hovering, trying to decide what to do. ‘Dad!’ I say again, sharper this time.

He reaches for a scone.

‘Richard,’ says Becky lightly, but it’s clear she thinks she can tell Dad what to do. It makes me furious.

I’m about to say something when Dad does. ‘You haven’t tried Mack’s scones,’ he says, taking one from the plate and biting into it.

Becky frowns. ‘I thought …’ she starts.

‘Becky, I’m just having a scone … actually, two,’ Dad says, grabbing another one. I’m expecting Becky to go nuts, but instead she rolls her eyes and smiles at him. And in that smile I get a glimpse of how much she loves my dad. Then Becky does something really unexpected: she picks up a scone. She hesitates and I’m sure she’s about to back out, but then takes a huge bite. Dad and I stare at her in amazement.

She gives me a thumbs-up. ‘Delicious, Mack!’

‘Thanks,’ I say, delighted that she’s finally tried something I’ve made.

‘Can I take another? I’ve got work to do,’ she says, reaching for a second scone and then heading out of the room.

‘Did Becky just eat two scones?’ I ask Dad playfully.

‘Technically it was one scone – two halves,’ says Dad lightly. ‘Now, tell me. What’s going on? Why are you sitting here alone in the dark?’ he asks, picking up his third scone.

I used to tell Dad everything about my life. But since Becky’s been here, I haven’t told him much. Now, all the stuff that’s happened with the band and Immy just bubbles out of me. It’s such a relief to finally share it.

‘Whoa, honey …’ breathes Dad, once I finally stop for air. ‘Sounds like you’ve got some pretty big decisions to make.’

‘Yep.’

‘Do you want help?’

I shake my head. ‘No …’

Dad pulls me in for a hug. He always gives the best hugs and it’s been a while since we’ve had one. ‘Sorry I’ve been a bit absent … maybe we should go and eat unhealthy dumplings together sometime soon. What do you think?’

‘Yeah. Sounds good.’

Dad picks up the plate of scones and hands them to me.‘Now, you have to take these away from me before I eat any more!’

‘Sure.’ I know exactly what to do with the scones. I bet Toby would love them. And I owe him a guitar lesson too.
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Because the competition is nearing, we’re rehearsing more than ever. Today the whole rehearsal is given over to learning my song. I listen to Immy sing it and her voice suits the mood and the tone perfectly. If you didn’t know better, you’d think it was written just for her.

Immy tells me to jump on the other microphone and sing some harmonies. I’ve been thinking about this stuff for the past week, ever since I decided to let Immy sing my song.

‘I haven’t written any,’ I finally tell her, the nerves bubbling up in my stomach and threatening to stop me from doing what I have to do.

Pete and Ollie share a look.

‘Well, you’d better get cracking. The comp is on Sunday,’ says Immy matter-of-factly.

‘Yeah, I know … but … um … I’m not doing harmonies.’

Immy laughs, assuming I’m joking. But I’m not. Last night I talked things through with Granny on the phone, and something she said about me always putting what I want last made me realise singing backup isn’t for me anymore. It might be terrifying and it might make me nervous, but I need to sing my own songs. Now, I just have to explain that I’m pulling out of the band without making them all really angry with me. I take a deep breath.

‘Actually, I’ve realised that I only sing harmonies because you were trying to find a place for me onstage. It’s not like most of our songs even need harmonies and if they do then I’m pretty sure Gen could do them. So I’ve decided that I’m not singing at all on Sunday,’ I say, feeling a giddy rush to my chest.

‘What do you mean?’ Immy says, wheeling around like she’s about to explode.

I knew this would be hard and that maybe Immy wouldn’t understand, but I have to say it anyway. Just like when Dad told Becky he was eating the scones. Sometimes you just have to tell the people you love the truth, even if they don’t always get it, even if it’s really hard to do.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say softly. ‘But you don’t need me on stage.’ I feel a strange mixture of relief and heartache as I say this. I’ve always loved feeling like I was part of the band and now I’m letting that go.

‘We do need you,’ Immy says loudly.

‘No. You need my words, but that’s it. I don’t want to be the backup girl anymore. I want to sing my songs. Out front … Alone.’ As I say the speech I rehearsed over and over last night, my nerves slip away. I know what saying this might mean. Maybe these guys won’t be my friends anymore. Maybe I won’t make it as a solo singer. Maybe a million things won’t – or will – happen.

‘Immy, I don’t want this to change things between us. I just hope you understand why I’m leaving.’

‘Whoa!’ Gen says, playing a little riff on the drums while she thinks about what I’ve said.

‘But you’re part of the band,’ says Pete, shocked.

‘Not anymore.’

Immy looks at me and I can see how sad she is. ‘Why don’t you sing on Sunday and we can sort all this out later? Please, Mack.’

I shake my head. ‘I can’t, Im. I can’t sing backup on my own song.’

‘Is it because you want to sing it? Are you angry with me?’

‘I was,’ I admit. ‘I’m not now. But yeah, I want to sing it. Just not with the band. I’m going to start singing on my own.’

Immy looks crushed. It’s like she doesn’t know what to say.

‘It’s okay, Immy …’ I reassure her, although I’m not totally sure that it is. I’m going to feel sad not coming to rehearsals and not having something to belong to. If A Happy Accident wins on Sunday, will I be jealous? Probably. But I have to do this.

Immy hands her guitar to Ollie and marches close to me. ‘Is this about our fight? You can sing ‘Moving’. I don’t mind.’

It’s the biggest offer Immy could ever make me, and it’s a lovely gesture. But it’s not what I want. I shake my head. ‘Immy, you’re the singer in this band. But there’s not enough room for both of us. If I want to sing lead, then I have to do it somewhere else. I’ve realised I don’t want to be like Lennon and McCartney!’

Immy starts laughing then and I start sobbing and the two emotions seem weirdly similar. Then Immy’s wrapping me up in one of her crazy hugs and this time I can hug her back, properly. I’m so relieved that she’s okay with this. I really didn’t know which way it would go. I’m so happy I still have my friends.

Finally, I pull away and grab her shoulders firmly. ‘You’d better win on Sunday. And you’d better tell everyone who your songwriter is!’

‘We will. I will!’

‘Are you coming to the gig, at least?’ Pete asks.

‘As if I’d miss it.’

I step back from Immy and look around at my friends. I know they’ll win on Sunday, because they’re a great band and because they have my words. My song. A song I’m really proud of. A song that made me realise what I wanted. And my song rocks.
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I gulp down air like that will make me braver and then rush to tell Becky. ‘Sorry … I can’t … I’m going to a gig.’

She blinks like she’s trying to process what I’ve just said. Abruptly she stands up and begins stacking the dishes into a pile. ‘Fine. I can take a hint. You’re not interested.’

‘Becky, that’s not fair! I just can’t do Friday.’

‘Oh, come on … you’ve made it clear since I moved in that you don’t want me around,’ Becky snaps.

‘You don’t want me around!’ I snap back. I can’t believe she’s turning this completely on its head. ‘You’ve tried to control me non-stop since you moved in!’

‘That’s just what I do!’ she yells.

‘Well, don’t!’ I yell back.

‘Fine. I cooked. Dishes are yours,’ Becky says through clenched teeth, and storms off.

Adrenalin floods my body. My mouth is dry and I’m not sure if it’s from the curry or the fight. I can’t quite believe what just happened. I wasn’t trying to upset her. I didn’t think Becky would care this much if I came to the expo or not. It’s not fair that Dad’s put me in this position and isn’t even here to deal with it.

I try to cheer myself up by thinking about going to the gig with Toby, but my fight with Becky has coloured that too. I really miss Mum. We never fought like this. She might have been difficult in other ways, messy and disorganised and distracted by her work, but she let me make my own decisions and didn’t try to control me. How can I live with Becky if we can’t get along?
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Immy loved the lyrics I wrote for her song. She sang it to the band and they seemed happy enough, even though it’s a different sound for us. They think it might go in our favour if we have a range of songs with diverse sounds. I still don’t think it’s anywhere near as good as ‘Moving’ but I’m trying to let it go. Last night after rehearsals I felt quite sad that I wasn’t getting the chance to sing lead at the competition, and really disappointed that my song won’t be played at all. I tried to talk to Immy today about it, and about Toby, but she was too busy trying to mess with the chords for her song. I gave up.

Now I’m meeting Dad for an after-school snack. I know he’s going to say something about the whole food expo situation, but I’ve been avoiding him too, so I’ve decided to get it over and done with while eating pancakes.

Feeling sorry for myself, I push open the door to our favourite cafe. Dad’s sitting at a table by the window with his reading glasses on, studying some document.

‘Thanks for coming, Mack,’ Dad says, sounding a bit formal. ‘I realise we haven’t had much time together alone since Becky moved in.’

I smile at him. His glasses magnify his blue eyes. ‘We ate chocolate cake together. That counts, doesn’t it?’

‘Becky’s worried you don’t like her,’ says Dad, getting right to it. ‘That’s part of the reason I suggested you two should hang out on Friday night.’

‘I know. I’m sorry, but …’ I don’t know how to tell him about my sort-of date and it all comes out in a rush. ‘Dad, I’m not going because Toby asked me to a gig on Friday and I really want to go …’

‘The boy across the hall?’

The waitress chooses exactly that moment to bring over our drinks. Dad thanks her, but by his tone I can tell he’s angry with me. I drop a marshmallow into my hot chocolate as Dad spoons three sugars into his coffee. I wonder if Becky knows Dad’s piling in the sweet stuff when she’s not around. I decide now isn’t the time to say anything.

Dad clears his throat. ‘Well, you’ll have to go out with Toby another time. This Friday you’re going out with Becky.’ His voice is stern and not like he usually sounds.

‘But Dad!’ I protest. ‘I can’t go another time. This is a one-off gig.’

He shakes his head and takes his glasses off, which means he’s serious.

‘Sorry Mack, but it’s just more important that you spend the time with Becky. She’s really hurt that you turned down her offer for the expo.’

‘Please Dad … the gig is some singer that Toby’s dad loved. And his dad is dead.’ I know as I say it that it’s a low blow. The look on Dad’s face tells me it hasn’t even worked.

‘You’re going out with Becky on Friday. As planned.’ His voice is hard.

I drop the spoon onto the saucer. It clatters loudly. ‘That was your plan, not mine. And you can’t just force Becky and me to be friends. It doesn’t work like that!’

‘I know it doesn’t, Mack. But the two of you spending some time together is the first step.’

‘I’m happy to spend time with her, Dad. Just not this Friday night!’ But I know it’s pointless. No matter how much I rail against him, he will not change his mind.
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By the time Dad and I arrive back at the flat, we’re barely talking. I’m really mad at him for making me miss my first ever date, and he’s just mad at me in general.

‘You need to go and tell Toby you’re cancelling,’ says Dad as he unlocks the door.

I don’t answer.

‘Mack?’

‘I heard you, Dad.’

Becky is lying on the couch with her cat curled up on her legs as I storm past. I slam my bedroom door as loudly as I dare, blocking out the sound of Becky and Dad discussing my behaviour.

My phone buzzes with a text from Immy. She has an idea for the harmonies for her song that she wants to run past me. I toss my phone onto a chair and flop across my bed. I don’t care about harmonies right now.

‘Mackenzie … I mean, Mack …’ Becky’s outside my door.

‘What?’ I’m not in the mood for another lecture.

‘Can I come in?’

I say yes and she slips in, closing the door behind her and sitting down on the edge of my bed.

‘About Friday …’

I sigh and stare at the ceiling, too angry to look at her.

‘Were you going on a date with Toby that night?’

Her voice is more gentle than usual and I peek across at her. I shrug. She smiles at me and it’s warm and unexpected.

‘Is he nice?’

I nod.

‘I’m sorry I’ve been controlling,’ Becky says quietly.

‘It’s okay.’ Her apologising to me is just as weird as fighting with her. It’s all strange new territory and I’m not sure how to deal with it.

Becky looks uncomfortable, but pushes on. ‘I know it’s going to take a while for you and I to … well, you know … and I think you should go on your date. But only if you promise to have lunch with me on Saturday. Somewhere with super spicy food!’

I sit up. ‘Really?’

She nods. ‘Of course. I didn’t realise you had a date planned. That trumps everything – as I just explained to your dad.’

Without thinking, I crush her in a hug. She giggles in surprise, but then sort of hugs me back. And it’s not too bad. Of course Dad comes in when he hears us giggling and the three of us have a big talk about boundaries and expectations. It’s not the most fun conversation, but at least we’re not fighting anymore. And maybe I’m calling it too early, but it feels like something has shifted between the three of us. Perhaps living with Becky is going to be okay after all.
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It’s Friday, and I have no idea what to wear. I change outfits five times and leave my room like a tip. In the end I go with a short black top and black jeans, ones that don’t have ripped knees. My hair won’t behave so I tie it back. I wear a pair of Mum’s hand-me-down silver hoop earrings and even put on lipgloss, and then feel totally over dressed. Dad is making a big deal about the whole date thing and keeps going on about his little girl being all grown up until I tell him he has to stop. When Toby knocks on the door to pick me up, he’s wearing black jeans too and he looks really cute. I sort of hope he tries to hold my hand, but what if that’s weird or if he doesn’t like me like that? I’m not really sure how to behave.

Toby’s mum drops us off on her way into work. She chatters on about all sorts of things but we just sit quietly in the back, not even looking at each other and hardly say anything. Dad’s promised to collect us after the gig’s finished. Hopefully by then we won’t be so quiet.

And so here we are. Both nervous. We’re sitting about four rows from the front of the stage in this beautiful old theatre and not really talking. I have no idea what to expect. The lights dim as a tall woman in a colourful swirly dress, with hair as wild as mine, walks onto the stage carrying a guitar. She arranges herself on the stool in the middle of the stage, then starts strumming.

A chill runs through me. The acoustics in here are perfect and the sound of the notes is eerie and haunting. The woman starts singing and her voice is crisp and rich. There are no harmonies. No backup singer. Just her. And she’s amazing.

I think Toby brought me here because he wanted me to see what was possible – a singer alone on stage. And now that I’m here, I know exactly what I want. I want to play my music. I’m not sure what that means yet, but I do know it’s time Immy and I had a big chat about us both singing lead. And if that doesn’t work out, then perhaps it’s time I went solo.

I’m so happy to be here with Toby. Not just because he’s introduced me to an amazing and inspirational singer. But also because he’s cute and he’s kind and one day I want to be more than his friend.

But then, why wait? I reach across and grab hold of his hand and squeeze it and he squeezes mine back. And I smile in the dark as the music washes over me.
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I really want to go to the gig with Toby, but I don’t want to disappoint Dad or Becky. Actually, strike that, I just don’t want to disappoint Dad. I know it matters to him that Becky and I try to get along. And doing this for him seems like a step in the right direction, no matter how much I don’t want it.

‘Okay,’ I say. I decide not to say anything to Becky about the date and force my voice to sound normal. ‘Thanks Becky, the expo sounds great.’

Becky beams at me, then talks for five minutes straight about all the amazing stallholders that were there last year and all the little tricks and skills she learned from going.

I slump in my chair, already feeling like I’ve made the wrong decision. Even worse – now I have to tell Toby I’m not coming. What if he doesn’t understand? What if he thinks I’ve pulled out because I don’t like him? Usually I’d call Immy to have a whinge about things, but tonight it just doesn’t feel right. I wonder if things between her and I will ever feel right again. I really hope so. At least I can send her a version of the song later. That will get her off my back.

I tell Becky that I’m going to see Toby and slink out of the apartment, my stomach all squirmy. I just got asked out on my first date and I have to cancel it.

Toby answers the door while laughing at something behind him. When he sees it’s me, he smiles and then looks away nervously.

‘Hey there, Mum was just telling me about a patient. Want to come in? You can meet her,’ he says.

I shake my head. Meeting his mum would seem weird right now given what I’m about to say. ‘Um … I can’t go on Friday,’ I say, the words bursting out of me.

‘Oh,’ Toby says, his smile fading.

This is so hard!

‘Dad organised for me to go to this thing with his girlfriend … it’s important to him. He wants us to bond. I’m sorry,’ I try to explain, aware the words aren’t enough. The look of hurt and confusion on Toby’s face is making me babble, and I feel my neck grow hot.

‘Oh,’ Toby says again, like he can’t think of anything else to say.

‘Seriously, I’d much rather go with …’ I don’t say the last bit because I see him smile.

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘I’d better go.’

‘Me too,’ I mumble, feeling angry with Dad and Becky for putting me in this situation. I wait for Toby to leave first. And he does, leaving me standing in the corridor feeling miserable.
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Immy and the band love the new song. I’m happy with it too. I didn’t think I would be, but after telling Toby I couldn’t go to the gig, I went back to my room and just blurted out everything I felt. The song ended up being about friends and family and feeling torn. And with my lyrics, it doesn’t feel like it’s just Immy’s song anymore. It feels like it’s our song. I wrote it for Immy’s voice range, so when she sings it, it sounds beautiful and strong and sad. She asked if it was about her and I told her it was, a bit. Then I told her about Toby and she just listened, like she used to. I even told her about my fear that he’d invite someone else to go to the gig, and I’d miss my chance with him completely. I haven’t seen him since that night when I cancelled our date.

We’ve been rehearsing every night for the competition, which is on this weekend. We sound tight and ready, and we’re all super excited. If only I didn’t have to go out with Becky tonight. But I keep trying to remember how happy Dad was when I said we were going. He thanked me for making an effort. I told him that I didn’t like being controlled by Becky and he understood. He said he’d have a word to her about letting me make my own choices, and then explained that it’s just because she hasn’t spent much time around teenagers and she’s such a control freak herself. I laughed at that. I used to think that compared to Mum, Dad was controlling, but now that I’ve lived with Becky, I can see he has nothing on her. At least Becky and I are getting along better since Dad and I had the talk. A little better, at least.

‘Are you ready, Mack?’ calls Becky from the other room.

‘Yeah,’ I call back, pulling on my favourite green Converse.

‘Oh … you’re wearing that,’ says Becky as I walk out to the lounge. She’s in a dress and heels. I can see from her face she’s not crazy about my own outfit, which consists of Mum’s T-shirt and my old jeans with the ripped knees.

As much as I’d really like to stay in these clothes, I know it’s important to show that I’m trying. ‘I can get changed if you like?’

She shakes her head. ‘It’s fine. When I was a teenager I was a goth!’

‘No way!’ I laugh, trying to picture Becky with black eyeliner and dyed hair.

‘Not a very good one,’ she adds.

Dad wanders out of the study and cracks some lame joke about his two favourite ladies, which makes me really uncomfortable. I’m pleased to see Becky feels the same. She shakes her head firmly at Dad, who shrugs in a sort of goofy apology.

Becky and I head out to the lift. I wonder if we can find enough things to talk about or if the whole night will be awkward and strained.

‘Mack!’

I look down the hall and see Toby there with a girl, waiting for the lift to come. I want to run and hide but I can’t. Becky is striding along next to me, totally oblivious to the fact that Toby asked me out on a date.

He’s wearing a suit and he looks gorgeous. He’s even slicked his hair down. The girl standing with him is smiling at me and I try to smile back, but I don’t feel friendly towards her at all. Toby clearly wasted no time replacing me. Her hair is neat and straight, she’s wearing a dress and she has make-up on, plus dangly earrings. I wish I wasn’t in old, baggy clothes. I keep staring at Toby and then the girl and then back to Toby. Beside me, Becky smiles, clearly hoping for an introduction – one I’m not about to give.

The lift dings and the four of us shuffle in. My cheeks are burning red. Becky coughs loudly and introduces herself. Toby tells her his name but I stay quiet, as does the girl Toby’s with. By the time the lift stops at the ground floor, I just want to disappear.

I rush out, not waiting for Becky. Toby hurries after me and touches me on the shoulder. I whirl around, feeling tears threaten.

‘Is everyone okay, Mack?’

‘Fine. Enjoy your concert!’

He looks surprised at how harsh I sound. ‘What’s wrong? You were the one who changed your mind.’

‘You found someone else to go with pretty quickly,’ I blurt.

He frowns for a moment, then smiles. Is he mocking me? I really want to punch him. ‘She’s my cousin! Sarah, come and meet Mack.’

I swallow, embarrassed, as the girl walks over with a big grin on her face. ‘Hey, Mack. Toby told me I was a replacement …’

‘Hi … I’m sorry … I …’

She laughs. ‘It’s cool.’

Then Becky appears behind me. She clearly has no idea what’s going on. ‘Replacement?’

‘Toby wanted Mack to go to the gig tonight but she said no. So he’s stuck with me!’ Sarah explains, grinning mischievously.

Becky looks taken aback, but doesn’t say anything. My heart has just about stopped racing now and I can almost look at Toby without blushing.

‘We’d better go,’ says Toby. ‘Enjoy your night. And Mack, I’m coming to Battle of the Bands on Sunday. If that’s okay?’

I nod at him, then grin. ‘Yeah. It’s really okay!’

I follow Becky to her sporty red car in the underground carpark. As she unlocks it, she looks across at me, a puzzled expression on her face.

‘Did you say no to a date for me?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it was a big deal to Dad and …’

Becky nods. ‘Thanks, Mack. That means a lot.’

I shrug like it’s not an issue, but it is. Even though Toby’s only going to the gig with his cousin, I’m still a bit jealous. It would have been the perfect first date. But I do genuinely want to get along with Becky better – not just for Dad’s sake, but for mine too. We have to live together, after all. And maybe she’s not as bad as I first thought. She certainly makes great curry.

Then, like she’s guessed I’m warming to her, Becky smiles at me over the top of the car. ‘But next time, if a cute boy asks you out, and you want to go, don’t say no because of me!’

I laugh, surprised but pleased that she understands. ‘Deal!’ I say.

We’ve got a way to go yet, but I think that Becky and I are finally starting to understand each other.
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