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Chapter 1 
The Worst Thing in the World 

THERE’S a doctor in Outpatients who looks 
like Count Dracula. Pale skin and black hair 
pulled back into a bun so tight she can’t even 
blink. I swear all she needs is a black cloak and 
a pair of bloodstained fangs. 

‘You need to take things more slowly, Keira,’ 
she says to me every time I go in to see her. I 
think it’s a threat. 

See, I’m not a good patient. I’m impatient. I 
find it hard to sit still, which is not good when 
you’ve got a broken ankle. Most of the time I’m 
doing stuff I’m not supposed to, like, you know, 
walking. And . . . well, falling down the front 
steps. 

‘I am taking things slowly,’ I tell her. 
I resist the urge to pick at the neatly folded 

sheet covering the bed underneath me. Being 
in this room, with all the neatly arranged 
equipment and dark furniture, always makes 
me feel antsy. It probably doesn’t help that I 
haven’t slept properly in ages. I keep having 
dreams about ice. It crackles all over the house, 
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and into the trees, and across the grass and the 
streets before everything turns white. But as 
much as I hate seeing doctors, I definitely don’t 
want to be sent to a psychologist, so I’ll keep 
those dreams to myself. 

‘I didn’t fall on purpose.’ 
Mum speaks up. ‘I keep telling her she needs 

to take it easy. But every time I turn my back, 
she’s out of bed making cereal or playing with 
the dog. And now this . . .’ 

I feel sorry for my mum. She works long 
hours running the Cassidy Heights Bakery, 
and has to be up at four o’clock most mornings. 
Not to mention the accounts, bills, sales tar-
gets, and production quotas she has to meet. 
Having me home from school has only given 
her more to worry about. 

When a blizzard hit our little suburb of Cas-
sidy Heights two weeks ago, I kind of got lost 
walking back from my friend Jake’s place. I 
tripped on a kerb and went for a slide on my 
butt. Yeah, it wasn’t exactly my shining moment. 
Volunteer rescue workers from the State Emer-
gency Service found me eventually, but by the 
time they called my mum, she was already 
beyond panic. 

The weather system that caused the freak 
snowstorm has broken up now – according to 
Channel Seven News and Weather, that is. Of 
course, there still haven’t been any satisfactory 
explanations about what exactly caused it. I 
can just picture the meteorologists at the  
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Weather Bureau scratching their heads. And 
me, I was kind of planning to get an A+ on my 
science project about predicting the effects of 
an arctic winter in a desert country, but I’ve 
kind of left my partner, Jake, in the lurch while 
I’m spending all this time recovering. 

‘Well, we’ll see what these new x-rays show 
us.’ Doctor Dracula waves a sealed yellow 
envelope. ‘Then we’ll know whether you’ll be 
able to head back to school. Bet you’ll be excit-
ed to see your friends again.’ She rips open the 
envelope, tipping a couple of plastic sheets into 
her hands. 

I give her a withering stare. Why do adults 
assume that school is some fun place where you 
get to hang out with your friends? It’s totally 
not like that. Teachers spend all their time 
getting you not to talk, not to sit next to your 
friends, and not to waste time socialising. I 
hate school. I hate the rules and regulations. 

‘All I really want to do is get back to soccer 
practice.’ 

‘Hm,’ says Doctor Dracula. She sticks the x-
ray pictures on a lighted board. It’s an ominous 
‘hm’, a sound that means there’s something bad 
here. 

I look at my bones. The inside of people’s 
bodies is pretty interesting. I mean, all those 
little bits and pieces that join together to make 
us work. It’s kind of fascinating what living 
beings are made up of. 

‘What’s “hm”?’ I ask. 
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Mum leans forwards, her brow crinkling. 
‘What we have here is a non-union,’ says 

Doctor Dracula. ‘The gap between the broken 
edges of the bone was a large one, and that fall 
you took probably pulled it further out of 
alignment. The bone isn’t healing the way it 
should.’ 

‘What does that mean?’ Mum sounds worried. 
‘Well, we might be looking at an operation. 

We’d need to insert a bolt to keep the bone in 
place while it heals.’ 

‘That sounds drastic.’ Mum’s voice is shaking 
a little. 

‘It’s a relatively simple procedure, and cer-
tainly not uncommon. But I won’t lie to you. 
There can be complications.’ 

‘Complications – like what?’ I ask. 
‘Well, Keira, you may have some pain in that 

foot for the rest of your life. Also a certain 
weakness. The bones will never heal as strong-
ly as they were before they were broken.’ 

‘But that won’t matter, right? I mean, it’s not 
like I won’t be able to walk or anything.’ My 
own voice is shaking a bit now. 

‘Of course you’ll be able to walk. But you may 
find it difficult or painful to run. You might be 
restricted in more strenuous activities.’ 

Slowly, very slowly, it’s dawning on me. 
‘What about soccer?’ 

She purses her lips. ‘We won’t rule anything 
out at this stage, of course. But I’d like to 
schedule the operation as soon as possible. Mrs 
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Leichman, we’ll need you to fill out some forms 
. . .’ 

I don’t hear anything else. My mind is ring-
ing with thoughts. What if, what if . . . what if I 
can never play soccer again? 

‘I’ll see you on Thursday, Keira,’ says Doctor 
Dracula. 

I nod, resigned, and grab my crutches to fol-
low Mum out of the office. 

We get all the way back through the waiting 
room, through the delay at reception while they 
sort out some mismatching Medicare numbers, 
through the slow walk down the disabled ramp 
at the front door, and the short walk to the car 
before she starts on me. 

‘Why don’t you ever listen to me? You 
shouldn’t have been moving around. You 
shouldn’t have tried to manage those stairs on 
your own. If you would just do what you were 
told for once . . . ’ 

‘Don’t yell at me!’ I shout. 
‘I don’t know how else to get you to listen! 

You’re too stubborn for your own good!’ 
‘I’m the one who might never be able to run 

again. I think I’m the one who should be upset.’ 
‘Oh, really? Wait until you’re old enough to 

be responsible for someone. Then you might 
understand.’ 

We drive home in stony silence. I hobble on 
my crutches through the yard and into my 
room where I slump on my bed. My door has a 
busted hinge and doesn’t shut properly. I count 
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to three, then sure enough Molly, our dog, 
noses her way into the room and heaves herself 
up on my bed. She nuzzles up beside me, her 
warm body solid and comforting against my 
side. 

‘Good girl, Molly,’ I whisper automatically, 
scratching her ears just where she likes it. Her 
paw twitches in response. 

‘Keira?’ Mum taps at my door. It swings 
slightly back and forth but she doesn’t come in. 
‘Keira, honey, can I come in?’ 

‘No.’ 
‘I’m going to get some Chinese takeaway for 

tea. I thought you could invite a friend, if you 
want.’ 

It’s a peace offering. She knows it’s my fa-
vourite. But I’m not hungry. ‘Alright.’ 

‘It’ll be okay, honey,’ she calls softly. I hear 
her footsteps recede to the kitchen, where I 
know she’ll be making a cup of coffee and 
staring blankly at the wall. It’s just been the 
two of us since Dad left three years ago. We 
know each other’s thoughts like mind-readers. 

With a sigh, I roll over and reach for my bag. 
I pull out my phone and bring up my contacts 
list. I select the first number on recent calls. It 
rings once, twice, three times. 

‘Hello?’ says a familiar voice. 
‘Jake?’ I say, then burst into tears. 



 

 

Chapter 2 
The Almost Kiss 

JAKE has been my friend since we were in 
primary school. We ate dog biscuits out of the 
packet in my garage, sat at the back of the 
class and punched each other in the shoulder 
until the teacher wrote our names on the 
board, and painted each other’s hair green in 
Art. My mum and I were at the hospital on the 
day his little brother was born. I remember 
Mum holding Mrs Miles’s hand as she was 
wheeled through the doors into the private 
room. 

Later, when Daniel was older, all three of us 
spent hours playing hide-and-seek in the pine 
plantation in Phoenix Park. We built a tree-
house in one of the tallest trees of the planta-
tion. You could see the entire world from up 
there, though the treehouse must be falling to 
bits by now. 

I guess we’ve drifted apart a bit lately, 
though. That’s what happens when you grow 
up. I mean, I started going out with Andrew, 
who didn’t really like Jake much. And then 
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there was Baz, and Jake got all awkward about 
him and me. I wonder if he was jealous. That 
just makes me feel weird though – I mean Jake 
is my friend. 

Then he met Rebecca, a really pretty, 
strange, pale girl who stayed with him a couple 
of days. And he changed. There was something 
strange about her but Jake never really wanted 
to talk about her much. I guess he was sorry 
she only stayed for a few days. Maybe he was 
really in love with her. And that made me feel 
weird, because I didn’t want Jake Miles to be in 
love with anyone. And what does that mean? Is 
it just because he’s my friend and I don’t want 
him to drift further away? 

Tonight, he turns up on the porch at eight, 
and Mum lets him into the lounge room where 
I’m propped on the couch with pillows and the 
TV remote, my foot on the coffee table. We eat 
our Chinese food and Mum goes to bed, leaving 
us to watch a re-run of How I Met Your Mother. 
Canned laughter echoes from the TV. 

‘So,’ says Jake. 
‘So,’ I reply, picking bits of fried rice off my 

jumper. ‘It’s Mikhal’s birthday on the weekend. 
He’s having a party on Saturday.’ 

‘You reckon you can –?’ 
I shoot him one of my best death-glares. ‘Of 

course I can make it. I’m not going to stop living.’ 
‘Right, sorry. I was just wondering if your 

mum would actually let you go. She seems 
pretty . . . anxious.’ 
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‘I told her Mikhal’s parents would be there. I 
also told her I’ll just sit on the couch the whole 
night, because it hurts too much to move 
anyway. I think she feels bad about the opera-
tion, bad enough that she’ll let me have a treat 
beforehand. Besides, I haven’t seen Mikhal or 
any of the others in ages. It’s bad for me, 
psychologically, to be so isolated.’ 

I bat my eyelids innocently and Jake laughs. 
‘Cool. Well, I’ll ask Dad. I think Nina can 

drive us. She’s been talking to Mikhal’s mum a 
lot, about all this charity stuff – and your mum 
will be sleeping, won’t she?’ 

I nod. Mum has early nights. ‘That’ll make 
things easier. She likes Nina.’ 

I’m not sure about Nina myself. Every time I 
see her walking around Jake’s house, cooking 
in the kitchen, cleaning the bathroom, reading 
in the lounge room, I just picture Mrs Miles, 
Jake’s real mum. Even though it’s been years 
since Mrs Miles died, it just seems wrong to 
have someone else in her place. For a long 
time, Jake hated her with a passion, but since 
the night of the blizzard, he’s been warming up 
to her. I reckon we all got closer that night, so 
I’m obligated to make an effort to do the same. 

‘I’ve gotta go,’ Jake says at last. ‘I told Dad 
I’d be home by nine-thirty.’ 

‘Jeez, talk about a curfew.’ 
‘I’ve got school tomorrow. Or have you for-

gotten some of us still have to go to class, you 
lazy bum?’ 
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‘I’m not a lazy bum!’ I yell, punching him in 
the arm. He leans over to whack me in the 
shoulder, but all of a sudden he’s too close – his 
face inches from mine. I can see his lips. I can 
taste his lips. It would take only the slightest 
movement to kiss him. I could kiss him. For a 
second it’s going to happen. He’s going to lean 
in and kiss me. 

My heart is racing. My breath catches in my 
throat and I pull back – and tumble right off 
the couch with a yelp. 

‘Shit!’ Jake gasps, catching me in his arms. 
My breath leaves me. He’s strong – strong 
enough to lift me easily. ‘Shit, I’m sorry! Are 
you okay?’ 

‘Ouch,’ I grit my teeth against the pain. My 
ankle feels like it’s on fire. 

He lifts me back up to the couch. Something 
has fallen out of his pocket and digs into my 
leg. 

‘What’s this?’ I pick it up. It’s a slender tube 
made of brass or something heavy. There’s 
thick glass in both ends. It’s an old-fashioned 
telescope. As I touch it, something jumps in me. 
Like a spark of static electricity, it runs right 
through me, leaving my hair tingling. 

Jake grabs it – I mean, full on snatches it – 
right out of my hands. ‘It’s nothing.’ 

The moment of the almost-kiss is gone. 
There’s no getting it back now. This, whatever 
this is, has wiped it from existence. ‘Why are 
you carrying around an old telescope?’ 
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‘What does that matter?’ He tucks the thing 
back in his pocket, avoiding my eyes. ‘Are you 
okay? Should I get your mum?’ 

‘No. She’ll be asleep by now. I’m fine.’ 
‘I’ll call you before Saturday,’ Jake says 

quickly, pretty much running out the door. 
More laughter blares from the TV. I don’t 

notice anything that happens for the rest of the 
episode because I’m thinking about Jake. 
Somehow, he’s not just “Miles” anymore. When 
did I start thinking of him as Jake? 


